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February 14, 2023

Dear Judge Reeves and Members of the Commission,

Thank you for the opportunity to offer public comment on the proposed amendment to the
First Step Act of 2018 (FSA) in USSG §1B1.13. As an associate professor of sociology and criminal
justice at La Salle University in Philadelphia, it is with great enthusiasm that [ would like to detail
my support for the expanded use of compassionate release.

First, [ would like to offer my support for the proposed amendment’s Family Circumstances
section, which appropriately acknowledges the invaluable roles of people incarcerated as parents
to their own children and caretakers to elderly loved ones. Some scholars have pointed out that
parental separation from children due to mass incarceration is on a scale not seen in American
society since chattel slavery.! We have decades of evidence confirming the negative impacts of
parental incarceration on children’s health and wellbeing? and future involvement in the justice
system.3 The incarceration of any family member also diminishes the family’s financial status* and
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harms family members’ psychological well-being.5 While an individual’s crime may have negatively
impacted their community, removing that individual from their community also removes all of the
positive impacts that individual may have had as a parent, caregiver, member of a local church,
community volunteer, and so forth.6 And considering the significant racial and ethnic disparity in
the federal prison system, we know that these negative family and community impacts of mass
incarceration disproportionately impact Black and Hispanic Americans.?

As such, the proposed amendment’s expansion of the family circumstances that would
qualify for compassionate release is certainly a commendable step in the right direction. However,
with all the evidence on the negative impacts of incarceration on families, I would like to suggest
the Commission also consider expanding the eligibility criteria in this section to include not only
circumstances in which an incarcerated individual is the only available caregiver or parent, but also
circumstances in which there is substantial evidence that the incarcerated individual plays a
particularly unique and valuable role in their family.

Second, [ would like to offer my support for the proposed amendment’s Victim of Assault
section, which would grant compassionate release eligibility to incarcerated individuals who have
experienced serious bodily injury as a result of sexual or physical abuse from a corrections officer
or other Bureau of Prisons (BOP) employee. A solid body of evidence confirms the negative impacts
of victimization during incarceration on future psychological distress® as well as recidivism.® The
potential use of compassionate release to increase the likelihood of accessing physical and mental
health treatment in the community, away from the environment in which someone was victimized,
may help to mitigate these negative impacts of victimization. However, these negative effects exist
regardless of whether the person was victimized by a BOP employee or by someone else
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incarcerated. As such, expanding this category to include victimization from others incarcerated
may be worthy of consideration.

I'd like to conclude with a bit of a bolder perspective to consider. The Sentencing Reform
Act grants the US Sentencing Commission authority to determine what should qualify as
“extraordinary and compelling reasons” to justify compassionate release. What more extraordinary
and compelling reason for compassionate release exists than our nation’s current status of mass
incarceration, which is historically and geographically unprecedented. No society ever in time, ever
on the planet has ever locked up its citizens like the United States has in recent decades. That alone,
in my opinion, calls for a massive reimagining of how we define extraordinary and compelling.

Thank you again for this opportunity to offer comment and for your thoughtful attention to
these critical reforms.

Sincerely,
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Caitlin J. Taylor, Ph.D.

Associate Professor

Department of Sociology & Criminal Justice
La Salle University

(215)951-1105

taylorc@lasalle.edu
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