
 

 

 

 

 

Dear Representative: 

 

On behalf of the Mennonite Central Committee Washington Office, we write urging you to 

cosponsor H.R. 5143, the National Criminal Justice Commission Act of 2010.  The bill 

would form an 11-member bipartisan Commission to study the entire criminal justice system 

with the goal of making recommendations for comprehensive reform. 

 

Our overly-punitive system does not meet the needs of victims or make society safer.  In fact, 

communities affected by high incarceration rates experience less justice as they consistently lose 

valuable human resources and gain debilitating rates of recidivism and disenfranchisement.  

Lack of fruitful accountability, access to job training, adequate education, and healthy 

relationships within an often violent prison culture is a hardening experience.  Compounding the 

lack of resources, restrictions and stigmas after release can bar ex-offenders from voting, benefits 

like housing assistance, financial aid for college, or a living-wage job. Proven results of this 

pattern are high rates of recidivism, with two-thirds of incarcerated individuals rearrested and 

one half reincarcerated.   

 

The impact is massive.  Although the United States represents only 5 percent of the world’s 

population, it houses 25 percent of the world’s incarcerated individuals.  With 7.3 million people 

incarcerated, on parole or probation, we cannot ignore the impact the system is having on our 

communities.  We have lost some of our most valuable human resources to the criminal justice 

system.  Families are left without parents, siblings, and children, the vast majority of them 

potential wage-earners. 

 

Preferences for incarceration have disproportionately affected communities of color.  One in 

three African Americans and one in six Hispanics is likely to be incarcerated at some point in 

life, as opposed  to one in seventeen whites.  Drug laws from the 1980s which increased the 

preference for incarceration contribute to this disparity.  Although African Americans are 14% of 

monthly drug users they are 74% of those incarcerated on drug charges.  Vast felon 

disenfranchisement for African American and Hispanic communities hardly restores justice to 

the historical disparity in our country’s systems; it instead continues a legacy of segregation and 

vulnerability based on race. 

 

Vulnerable populations are further disadvantaged by these patterns.  Currently, approximately 

10,000 juveniles are housed with adults in prisons and jails.  These youth are more likely to be 

abused and assaulted while in prison, making reentry and rehabilitation vastly more difficult.  

Mentally ill individuals also are impacted by the lack of necessary resources like counseling or 

medical care.  Currently, prisons hold four times as many mentally ill persons as do mental 

health hospitals.  

 



Our Anabaptist heritage is rooted in values of Biblical justice and peacemaking.  As such, we 

understand justice as restorative, or as making things as right as possible where a violation has 

occurred.  These violations are victim-centered, creating direct needs because of the harm done.  

Offenders should be held accountable, which may look different from punishment imposed by 

the legal system, in meeting these needs. Clearly addressing these needs often means consulting 

and involving the victim(s) in deciding what the responsibility and consequences will be for the 

offender. 

 

In contrast, the current criminal justice system consistently overlooks the needs of the victim(s) 

and makes it difficult to connect the punishment – often prison – with the human consequences 

of crime.  Victims are often uninformed about legal responses to the crime.  After reporting the 

incident, they may only be involved in so far as they are needed for evidence or as witnesses, 

where they may have to relive the crime in front of their offender within an adversarial trial 

environment. 

 

In the same manner in which the justice process separates victims from their needs, prison fails 

to hold offenders accountable for the human consequences of their actions. For example, justice 

processes make a plea of “not guilty” advisable for guilty offenders in order to gain a less 

punitive sentence, further encouraging them not to take responsibility for their actions. Once in 

prison inmates are further stripped of the ability to care for themselves through basic coping 

skills which contribute to a productive life, such as meeting their own day-to-day needs.   

 

Our scripture issues the imperative to care for society’s marginalized and vulnerable because our 

well-being is directly connected to these communities.  Currently, we see a system which does 

not effectively care for the needs of victims or offenders.  The system ignores the broader impact 

of crime or our overly-punitive criminal justice system on entire communities, including victims, 

leaving them to pick up the pieces of broken communities and families.   

 

The National Criminal Justice Commission Act offers an opportunity to review and 

address these policies and to shape our justice system to provide meaningful public safety 

and justice for all within our society.  We look forward to seeing a criminal justice system 

which offers more restorative practices, enhances communities and protects all individuals 

from injustice. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach, Director 

Mennonite Central Committee, Washington Office 

 

 

 

 

 


