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Mandatory Minimums: Not Just a Social issue

It is no secret that the United States has a financial problem. The last decade has seen
economic struggles not seen in nearly seventy years and a congress nearly refuse to raise the
debt ceiling, practically sending the nation’s, as well as the world’s, economy into a freefall.
While economic reform is essential to the process of minimizing the country’s debt, the reform
can and should from other places as well. Instead, the federal government can focus on
spending less money by reforming outdated programs. The most lucrative of these is the
mandatory minimum sentence policy set in place during the war on drugs during the 1980s, set
in motion by the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986. The result has been a dramatic increase of the
prison population, which costs the federal government billions of dollars a year, as well as a
disproportionate effect on minority groups, such as African-Americans and Hispanics. While
sentence reform will not entirely fix the United States’ economic woes, it is certainly a step in

the right direction.

Families Against Mandatory Minimums (FAMM) is the logical choice to lobby for
sentence reform, as they have a strong national support and have begun movements in a
handful of states to reform the court system on a state level. FAMM, having aided in the
passage of the Fair Sentencing Act of 2010, understand what needs to be done in order to enact
true reform. Because FAMM'’s goal is to “restore fair and individualized punishment to our
federal sentencing system,” any type of reform regarding mandatory minimum sentencing laws

should be spearheaded by this organization (“FAMM'’s History”).
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The Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 was proposed and signed into action with good
intentions, hoping to decrease the number of cases of drug abuse by deterring drug users by
implementing stiffer penalties for drug abuse. However, not only did this not happen, but
according to the Federal Bureau of Prisons, the federal prison population has grown from
approximately 24,000 prisoners prior to the creation of mandatory minimum sentences to
213,620 people as of October 30, 2014, which is the largest federal prison system in the world
(“Statistics”). The United States has more people behind bars—a staggeringly high 2.3 million—
than any other country in the world, including China and India, who both have more than three

times the population of the United States (“Highest to Lowest — Prison”).

Those who oppose the reform of the federal government’s mandatory minimum
sentence policy point out the other purposes for the program, such as minimizing the disparity
between judge’s rulings in drug abuse cases and getting drug users off the streets, minimizing
drug-related violent crime. However, according to The Pew Center on the States, all seventeen
states that have cut their imprisonment rates over the past decade also experienced a decline
in the rate of crime, meaning that required imprisonment may not be as effective in deterring
drug abuse as previously thought (Urahn 22). Other opponents of sentence reform point to the
success of mandatory minimum sentences, states that less than half of all convicted drug
offenders in 2012 had a criminal record (United States, Congress, U.S. Sentencing Commissions
37). This means that there were fewer multiple-offense inmates than first-time offenders
convicted in 2012. But if the stiffer penalties were set in place to deter drug usage in the first

place, one would think that the number of first-time offenders would not be so high.
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The fact is that mandatory minimum sentences are not effective as a deterrent from
drug abuse. And the requirement for these inmates to serve at least 85% of their sentences,
because the federal criminal justice system does not issue parole, costs the government billions
of dollars every year. The average prisoner in the federal prison system costs the federal
government $28,893.40 to be incarcerated for an entire year. (United States, Prisons Bureau 1).
And with 213,620 people currently in the federal prison system, it will cost the federal
government $6,172,208,108 this year to house all its prisoners for the next year. And this is
only the federal court system. Nationwide, taxpayers spend over fifty billion dollars every year
on state prisons, according to the National Association of State Budget Officers. This is also a
result of mandatory minimums on a state level. Serious sentence reform is required to
minimize the amount of money that the government spends on its prison system. But there

must be a plan to lobby the government.

The most logical plan of action would be to lobby congress to either repeal parts of the
mandatory minimum sentencing system implemented under the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986
or pass new legislation that reforms the current sentencing policies of the federal government.
Clearly FAMM has had success in the past influencing legislation, including helping pass the Fair
Sentencing Act of 2010. One would think that the issue of sentencing would be a judicial issue,
but because the mandatory minimums were set in place by a piece of legislation, there is very
little that the Supreme Court could do unless a case disputing the mandatory minimum policy
came before the court. The executive branch of government could do very little to effect the
policy, as simply cutting funding for the nation’s federal prisons would not fix the problem, but

rather create more problems for a system that is already overcrowded by approximately 40%
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according to Charles E. Samuels, Jr., Director of the Federal Bureau of Prisons (United States,

Congress, House, COMMITTEE ON APPROPRIATIONS, Hearings 2).

President Obama would also have a difficult time affecting legislation, as the United
States Senate is now controlled by Republicans, while the Republican majority in the House of
Representatives has grown even larger as a result of the midterm elections on November 4. The
best decision would for FAMM to lobby congressmen, more specifically members of the United
States Senate Judiciary Committee, which is in charge of all legislation regarding criminal
prosecution. However, the federal government only has complete control over the federal
prison system, and cannot entirely reform the sentencing policies of every state with one piece
of federal legislation. Therefore, FAMM should also lobby state legislatures as well if the

mandatory minimum sentence system is to be entirely reformed.

The Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, while still important and still relevant, simply does not
serve its intended purpose, which was to deter drug use and to decrease the number of drug-
related crimes by keeping drug users off the streets. Instead, it is imperative that the system be
reformed by either partially repealing the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, amending the law, or by
passing new legislation to change the system entirely. The United States government cannot
continue to spend 25% of its annual Department of Justice budget on federal prisons while the
system that created this need for federal funds does nothing to decrease crime rates. Sentence
reform benefits everyone, from taxpayers to inmates to those currently undergoing sentencing
and can dramatically alter the federal budget in the next decade, aiding not only the national

economy, but the world’s economy as well.
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Subject Area: U.S. Government
Task Title: Whom Should We Ask?
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The document was scored using the CCR Task Bank Rubric. The final scores are indicated in the following chart.

. o Insufficient . . .
Scoring Criteria Evidence Developing Progressing Accomplished Exceeds
Research and
- X
Investigation
Ideas and Content X
Reading and
- X
Analysis
Communication X
Organization X
Accuracy X
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Annotations: The following evidence from the work sample and the reviewer’s comments support the scores above. Page and line numbers refer
to the original work sample.

Scoring Criteria Page# Line# Commentary about the work sample ‘
Research and Investigation: | 1 4 The student references testimony from a Congressional Committee Hearing
Locating resources
independently and/or

The student effectively uses multiple substantive sources. Student includes several print sources (3 from the

identifying information > 214 | Government Printing Office)

within provided texts

Ideas and Content: 1 12-13 | The hypothesis is clear and identifies the paper’s topic: prison reform.

Presenting a thesis and 1 14 The student clearly identifies the target interest group and provides subsequent justification.
understanding concepts 3 13-15 | Explains reasoning for selecting FAMM as the target interest group.

The paper cites the interest group’s purpose and connects the problem of mandatory minimums with the group’s

Reading and Analysis: 1 18-20 =t
Evaluating sources and mission.
selecting evidence to 2 1-9 Summarizes Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 and subsequent effect on prison population.
support the central idea 2 4-6 The work sample cites specific evidence around the problem of prison overpopulation.

L 1 )13 Introductory paragraph shows that the author assumes that the audience has a certain level of political
Communication: knowledge by mentioning a variety of examples of political woes in the U.S.
Using subject-apprt?pr/gte The author clearly has a working knowledge of American politics from the discussion about Republican majorities
language and considering 4 37 and midterm election results.
audience

4 12-21 | The author uses compelling language to summarize the argument.

10-21 | The author recognizes counter-arguments/claims and promptly provides a rebuttal.

Organization: 3-4 13-2 The student explains which branch of government should be lobbied and what should be done.
Structuring main ideas and | 3 17- The author addresses briefly the roles of the Judiciary and the Executive, but explains why they should not be the
supporting information 4 11 recipients of lobbying efforts.

12-21 | The conclusion is effective and interesting to read, using strong language.

There are some lacks in proofreading. For example: A missing word (come) in “can and should come from other

Accuracy: ! 6 places”

Attending to detail, There are a few issues of word choice. The author uses the phrase “most lucrative” but the phrase “most

grammar, spe/'/ing', 1 / expensive” or “most costly” would fit better with the argument.

;Srnn:i:gslg?s, citations, and 1 10-11 | The sentence should be modified to “as well as having a disproportionately negative effect on minority groups...”
3 5 Improper period usage in in-text citation.
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