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The Justice Action Network and Justice Action Network Foundation

work to advance criminal justice reform – advocating for policies that

reduce the size of government, reduce bureaucratic barriers to

success, and save taxpayer dollars while enhancing public safety and

creating a more equitable justice system – through building and

coordinating bipartisan cooperation at both the state and federal

levels. Since 2015, our singular approach has allowed us to be effective

in an increasingly politicized landscape. Our work has resulted in over

210 policy wins across the country, including major victories in

Congress.
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In November, Americans will vote for President, a third of the U.S. Senate,

and every seat in the U.S. House of Representatives. Among the issues top of

mind for many voters is public safety and criminal justice policy. Regardless

of the outcome of the election, there are a wide variety of criminal justice

polices that are popular with voters across the political spectrum. Most of

these policies have been introduced as legislation or executive action, have

broad bipartisan support, and are based on evidence of what works, showing

that they are not just vague concepts but actionable policy solutions. This

report is a guide for policymakers ready to act on voters concerns with

ready-to-go solutions that take into account the size, cost, and effectiveness

of the criminal justice system. These effective policies touch every part of

the criminal justice system, some making federal reforms, and others

incentivizing state and local reforms, including:

Preventing and solving crime:  the

Strengthening Communities

Through Summer Employment Act,

the VICTIM Act, and regularly

assessing the federal drug schedule

will ensure law enforcement and

communities have the tools they

need to prevent and rapidly respond

to drug enforcement concerns and

other crimes.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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Evidence-based sentencing reform: the EQUAL Act, the Smarter

Sentencing Act, the First Step Implementation Act, bringing back federal

parole, reforming the executive clemency process, and strengthening the

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act will ensure expensive

prison space is prioritized for violent offenses.

Increasing prison oversight and effectiveness: the Federal Prison

Oversight Act and ending or significantly limiting solitary confinement

will ensure that prisons are safe for incarcerated people and staff,

protecting rights and safety.

Reducing barriers to reentry: the Due Process Continuity of Care Act,

the Reentry Act, the Improving Mental Health in Re-Entry System Act,

and the Safer Supervision Act will ensure that people are ready to return

to their communities when they leave jail or prison.

Reducing collateral consequences of incarceration: the Clean Slate Act,

the Fresh Start Act, the Begin Again Act, the Driving for Opportunity Act,

restoring SNAP and TANF to formerly incarcerated people, ending the ban

on drivers’ license suspension for drug offenses will ensure that people

who have successfully reintegrated truly get a second chance.

Despite polarization on many issues, these policies are unique in that all of

them have bipartisan support, and all of them are actionable. In this report,

we discuss each policy change, the evidence behind it, and analyze how soon

action can be taken. Our goal is for this report to serve as a guide to the

President and Congress on not only how to change the criminal justice

system to be more humane, safe, and cost effective, but how to make change

now.



67%

Nearly
Half

In November of 2024, Americans will head to the polls to

decide who will represent them in the White House and

Congress. As voters choose their leaders, public safety is a

top priority, with Americans also citing the size and cost of

the criminal justice system as concerns. Policymakers have

a variety of options to address these concerns, backed by a

strong foundation of evidence and bipartisan support.

Unfortunately, there are also policy choices that rely more

on sound bites and anecdotes than evidence, which make

the criminal justice system inhumane, ineffective, and

expensive, placing an unfair strain on families and

communities.

This report serves as a guide for actionable policies, with

bipartisan support, that will make the criminal justice

system more safe, accountable, and fair for incarcerated

people, the professionals who work in the criminal justice

system every day, and the public. In each section of this

guide, we have included policies that can advance

immediately, before the end of the next session of

Congress (the 119th Congress), and before a new president

takes office in 2029. All of these policies have enough

support to become law.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

of voters believe
the criminal

justice system
needs either a

complete
overhaul or

major reform

of voters say
that recent

criminal justice
reform efforts
have not gone

far enough,
compared to
20% who feel

they have gone
too far
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L E G I S L A T I O N

Whichever party prevails in control of the House and Senate this

November, the majorities are likely to be narrow, making legislation with

bipartisan support the only viable path to advance a bill into law. From

sentencing, to prison oversight and effectiveness, to reentry, there are

several bills that have been introduced during the current session of

Congress with bipartisan momentum that should immediately be

considered by the 119th Congress, if not sooner. Taken together, the

legislation below would preserve accountability while also making the

criminal justice system more fair, all while reducing recidivism and costs.
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L E G I S L A T I O N

B o l d  a n d  B i p a r t i s a n

A .  P A S S  E V I D E N C E - B A S E D  S E N T E N C I N G
    R E F O R M

Nearly half of people in federal prison are serving sentences for drug

offenses, by far the largest share of offense types. Most people in federal

prison for drug crimes have sentences longer than 10 years, and federal

law requires at least 85 percent of these sentences to be served. By

comparison, the largest share of offense types in state prisons is violent

crime. Taxpayers spend about $43,000 per federally-incarcerated person,

per year, with the understanding that this investment keeps communities

safe. And yet, the recidivism rate for people leaving federal prison is 43

percent. 

https://bjs.ojp.gov/document/p22st.pdf
https://bjs.ojp.gov/document/p22st.pdf
https://bjs.ojp.gov/document/p22st.pdf
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https://bjs.ojp.gov/document/p22st.pdf


In 2018, Congress passed, and President Donald Trump signed the First

Step Act, bipartisan legislation that safely reduced some federal drug

sentences and created recidivism reduction programming in prisons.

People who participate in the First Step Act’s programming have a much

lower recidivism rate than other populations exiting federal prisons,

clocking in at 12 percent vs. 43 percent for the general population. The

First Step Act is working, and Congress and the President can double down

on its success by enacting the following legislation.

  1 .  P a s s  T h e  E Q U A L  A c t

The EQUAL Act would eliminate the sentencing disparity between crack

and powder cocaine, a vestige of the War on Drugs that disproportionately

harms Black communities. Congress has made several attempts to reduce

this sentencing disparity, first by passing the Fair Sentencing Act of 2010,

which reduced the disparity from a crack-to-cocaine ratio of 100:1 to 18:1,

and then by passing the First Step Act, which among other policies, made

the Fair Sentencing Act retroactive. Yet the disparity remains. 77 percent

of people sentenced under these harsh laws are Black, despite no chemical

difference between crack and powder cocaine. 

We can’t change the past, but we can make for a better future. We can’t undo the
disparities that have disproportionately sent African Americans to prison, but we can

make for a more equal and more just future. - Senator Cory Booker
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The EQUAL Act has overwhelming bipartisan support in the House and

Senate. In 2021, the bill passed the House of Representatives by a vote of

361-66. In the Senate, the bill has been cosponsored by Democrats and

Republicans, but it has yet to reach the Senate floor for a vote. The EQUAL

Act is supported by a broad cross-section of organizations, including law

enforcement, and has the support to immediately advance in Congress.

2 .  P a s s  T h e  F i r s t  S t e p
I m p l e m e n t a t i o n  A c t

a n d  S m a r t e r  S e n t e n c i n g  A c t

While the EQUAL Act targets drug sentencing disparities related to crack

cocaine, there is also bipartisan agreement that many other federal drug

sentences are too long and too costly. The First Step Implementation Act

would directly build on the First Step Act’s provisions. There are more

than 10,000 people in federal prison that would have shorter sentences if

they were sentenced today post-First Step Act, and the First Step

Implementation Act addresses these disparities by allowing courts to apply

more First Step Act provisions retroactively. The bill would also consider

criminal history more holistically before requiring mandatory minimum

sentences.

The Smarter Sentencing Act would also reduce mandatory minimum

sentences for federal drug offenses, allowing judges to determine on a

case-by-case basis when the harshest sentences should apply, ensuring

people are held accountable but not burdened with excessively long

sentences. The bill would preserve sentencing enhancements for violent

crimes. Both of these bills have been introduced several times, with

bipartisan support, and can advance in the 119th Congress.
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