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Potential Questions from Atlanta Reporters 

What is the purpose of the hearing? 

The regional hearings mark the 25th anniversary of the Sentencing Reform Act of 1984, 

which created the United States Sentencing Commission as an independent commission 
in the judiciary. The purpose of the Commission is to establish, principally through 
guidelines and policy statements, sentencing policies and practices for the Federal 

criminal justice system. The guidelines have been effective since 1987, and the 25th 

anniversary provides us an appropriate time to gather feedback on federal sentencing 
practices and the operation of the federal sentencing guidelines. 

The initial Commission held a similar series of regional hearings in 1986 and received 

more than 1,000 letters and position papers from individuals and groups prior to the 
promulgation of the initial guidelines. These regional hearings are designed to receive 
similar input and feedback. 

Is the Commission planning to do anything more on crack cocaine? 

The Commission issued a comprehensive report on crack cocaine sentencing policy in 
May 2007, and promulgated a guideline amendment that reduced by two levels the 
offense levels assigned under the Drug Quantity Table to crack. This amendment was 
made retroactive effective March 3, 2008. 

The guideline, as amended, is remains consistent with the statutory mandatory minimum 

penalties established by Congress, and any further changes require a legislation by 
Congress. The Commission has included crack cocaine on its policy priorities for the 
current amendment cycle to indicate our hope that Congress will address the issue soon, 
and the Commission is available to assist Congress and provide it with any information it 

may require as it considers crack cocaine sentencing policy. 

Is the Commission planning to do anything in the area of alternatives? 

The Commission hosted a two day symposium on alternatives to incarceration in July 
2008. The symposium was attended by over 250 federal and state judges, professors of 
law and social sciences, corrections and alternative sentencing practitioners and 
specialists, federal and state prosecutors and defense attorneys, prison officials, and others 

involved in criminal justice. The symposium provided an excellent way to gather 
information about how the states use alternatives to incarceration, and how some federal 
districts are using alternatives to incarceration in certain localized programs. 

There is a great deal of interest in alternatives to incarceration, including prisoner reentry 

programs, and the Commission continues to study the issue and gather information. We 
expect that during the course of the regional hearing held by the Commission this 



• 

• 

• 

• r 

calendar year, we will hear statements from others with expertise in this area to support 

any recommendations, if any, the Commission might have in this area. 

What do you expect to hear during the hearing. 

The Commission is expected to hear testimony from federal appellate and district judges 

from the Fourth and Eleventh Circuit, probation officers from the southeastern region of 

the country, defense practitioners (including representatives of the Federal Public 

Defenders, Criminal Justice Act panelists, and other private practitioners), representatives 

of state and local law enforcement, victim rights advocates, community interest groups, 

and academics with expertise in criminology and social sciences. 

Although we have not received all of the written statements, the written statements we 

have received thus far have generally been favorably regarding the operation of the 

federal sentencing guidelines, particularly since they became advisory after United States 

v. Booker. There seems to be a consensus that guidelines are helpful and that we would 

not want to return to the pre-guidelines era, when judges had no guidance and 

unwarranted sentencing disparity was a significant problem. Some of the witnesses have 

pointed out particular guideline provision that, in their view, could be improved (e.g., the 

child pornography guideline, crack cocaine), and others have made suggestions of a more 

general nature (such as simplification and increased emphasis on evidence based 

practices), but overall the statements received thus far recognized the continued 

importance of the guidelines) . 
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