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Barr Could Steer First Step Act Off Course
By Lara Yeretsian (January 27, 2019, 8:02 PM EST)

For an administration dedicated to law and order, the First Step Act[1], signed
into law by President Donald Trump on Dec. 21, 2018, was a welcome
surprise. The new criminal justice reform law significantly liberalizes the
federal system by providing credits and rehabilitation to help federal prisoners
get out early, thereby reducing prison overcrowding.
Granted that the federal prison population accounts for less than 200,000 of
the 3.1 million incarcerees nationwide, it nevertheless signifies an
acknowledgment at the highest levels that the system is broken and needs to
be fixed.
The federal criminal justice system is finally moving in the same direction as
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state and local jurisdictions, which have responded to overcrowding and
recidivism with reforms such as reduced prison sentences, defelonization of drug offenses and
marijuana legalization. The new prevailing wisdom is that we’re actually safer when criminals get out
earlier and are better prepared to reenter society. That this monumental change happened on this
president’s watch, with strong bipartisan support, is nothing short of miraculous.
The evidence for rehabilitation and early release programs is incontrovertible. A 2015 report[2]
estimated that higher levels and lengths of incarceration explained a mere 0 to 7 percent of the
crime drop since the 1990s; other research pegs the drop at about 10 to 25 percent.[3] Releasing
people from prison earlier doesn’t lead to more crime: holding them longer may actually increase
crime rates.[4] Education programs — wonder of wonders — do, in fact, reduce recidivism.[5]
The First Step Act gets it right:
It reduces the disparity between crack cocaine and powder cocaine sentences by making
retroactive the reforms of the Fair Sentencing Act of 2010.[6] This change could impact as
many as 2,600 federal inmates.
It expands the “safety valve” used by judges to avoid handing down mandatory minimum
sentences and eases “three strikes” to give people with three or more convictions 25 years,
instead of life. It further limits the use of gun enhancements that can add decades to prison
sentences for drug offenders.
Well-behaved inmates will be able to earn more “good time credits” — 54 days per year
incarcerated, up from 47 — cutting their prison sentences by an additional week for each year
in prison.
Inmates will get “earned time credits” by participating in a wider range of vocational and
rehabilitative programs, and those credits can help them earn earlier releases to halfway
houses or home confinement.[7]
Prison conditions will just be better, with many inmates being placed closer to their families
and pregnant women no longer being shackled.

It’s about time.
But there’s a fly in the ointment. Attorney general nominee William Barr, who would oversee
implementation of the First Step Act, is categorically against reform. Forget the evidence: Barr
supports mass incarceration and “tough-on-crime” policies. As deputy attorney general and attorney
general from 1990 to 1993, he helped implement the Crime Control Act of 1990,[7] which escalated
the war on drugs, and he supported the U.S. Department of Justice’s report “The Case for More
Incarceration.”[8]
In a 1992 letter, Barr argued that “there is no better way to reduce crime than to identify, target and
incapacitate those hardened criminals who commit staggering numbers of violent crimes” and called
on the country to build more jails and prisons.
Given his past criminal justice agenda, Barr’s oversight of the First Step Act could render it almost
ineffectual. He would be responsible for developing the underlying needs and risk assessment
system, as well as the evidence-based programs to support that system. Within the law's first 210
days, it would be up to Barr to publicly release the system that will be used by the Department of
Justice to determine the recidivism risk of prisoners in the intake process, classifying prisoners as
low, medium or high risk.
The system is to be used to determine the type and amount of evidence-based recidivism reduction
programming appropriate for each prisoner, to reassess their recidivism risk on a periodic basis, and
to reassign them to programs as appropriate so they have an opportunity to achieve meaningful
rehabilitation and earn credits toward early release.[9]
The vehicle may be on the road, but Barr in the driver’s seat could steer a course far different than
the act’s authors envisioned. Through internal policies, he could shape the law’s implementation to
favor more punitive outcomes.
Recall how former Attorney General Jeff Sessions rescinded the Obama-era Smart on Crime initiative,
which gave prosecutors discretion to reserve stiff mandatory minimum sentences for defendants
convicted of the most violent and serious crimes, via a 2017 memorandum ordering federal
prosecutors and law enforcement officials to disregard direction from the Obama administration and
to file serious charges that typically result in mandatory minimums.
Similarly, Barr’s policies could require prosecutors to file the most serious charges and seek
mandatory minimum sentences in borderline cases for which a reform-minded attorney general
would push for more lenient sentences and greater access to rehabilitation. Barr’s policies could push
law enforcement to focus effort on offenses likely to meet the most serious risk levels, obviating
access to good time credits and early release. Such policies would add to the number of federal
prison inmates and make it more difficult for inmates to get into rehabilitation and early release
programs.
In other words, the forward progress promised by the First Step Act could be seriously stalled. As
attorney general, Barr would oversee a law whose words would not change but whose spirit could be
crippled. The First Step Act's budget is a mere $50 million per year through 2023, not sufficient to
support radical change. Should Barr be confirmed as attorney general, his two-year report to
Congress on the implementation and impact of the First Step Act[10] could be one troubling
document to read.
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