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In 1988, at the age of 34, I found myself on the precipice 
of a monumental change in my life. Convicted of partici-
pating in a drug conspiracy, I was sentenced to life with-
out parole. After exhausting all of my appeals I realized 
that I would die in prison if I did not do the work to gain 
my freedom. I am one of the fortunate ones, I commit-
ted myself to growth and parented my children from be-
hind bars and they became steadfast advocates for my 
release from federal prison. 

My opportunity came through the First Step Act of 2018. 
A monumental bipartisan piece of federal legislation, it 
provided the avenue for my compassionate release in 
January 2021 at 67 years old. With five months of free-
dom under my belt, I joined The  Sentencing Project as 
a Senior Fellow to work on the Campaign to End Life Im-
prisonment to advocate and create second chances for 
others. 

As a Senior Fellow I joined the fight to advocate for an 
effective and humane response to crime that minimizes 
imprisonment. That work includes ending the collateral 
consequences of a conviction including voting restric-
tions for all Americans with felony convictions. We also 
work to safeguard young people from the adult criminal 
legal system. 

I testified to Congress at a House committee hearing in 
2021 on the need to reduce mandatory minimums, re-
form drug sentencing, address historical racial inequi-
ties, and implement second chance sentence reviews 
after 10 years of imprisonment. I was again called to 
Congress in May of 2022, and argued that the current 
clemency process is overly bureaucratic, inefficient, and 

unjust. I explained that there were many elderly people 
in federal prisons, who are older and sicker than me, but 
have been denied clemency, compassionate release, 
and a second chance. I urged Congress to build on the 
First Step Act by passing legislation that would give more 
people a chance to come home and I heard from law-
makers that my perspective was valuable. 

Join me in this work. I know firsthand the importance and 
power of advocacy. Advocacy holds Congress account-
able to its constituency and the core values enshrined in 
the U.S. Constitution. It is the impact of this work on my 
life that continues to motivate me everyday to advocate 
for those who are being denied a second chance in an 
arcane and broken prison system that is ripe with cor-
ruption, abuse, and wasted potential. Together, we can 
remind Congress that my story should not be unique – 
all people are capable of change and deserve a chance 
at freedom. 

A note from Bill Underwood

Join my fight
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Your Senators, Representatives, and their staff care about your perspective, and you can make yourself heard without 
ever traveling to Washington, DC. You can build meaningful relationships with Members of Congress and their staff by 
meeting with them virtually or in your state (often referred to as “in-district” advocacy). 

The legislative process begins each session of Congress. This means that bills which did not pass in the prior session 
must be reintroduced and work their way through the legislative process again. The 119th Congress begins in January 
2025 and ends in December 2026. 

This toolkit includes tips and ideas for virtual and in-district federal advocacy to help you engage with the 119th Con-
gress. It outlines The Sentencing Project’s sentencing, voting rights, and youth justice priorities for this session, offers a 
step-by-step guide for meeting with legislative staff, attending a town hall meeting, using social media and the press to 
advocate for reform, and includes resources to share with elected leaders. We hope this toolkit empowers you to be an 
active partner in our work to end extreme sentences and create second chances. 

We want to support and amplify your advocacy. Please let us know how you’re using this toolkit and how we can help. 
Reach out to staff@sentencingproject.org and consult the Get Involved page of our website for more ways to engage. 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ADVOCACY

Effective advocacy for federal sentencing, guaranteeing voting rights for per-
sons completing felony sentences inside of prison and jail, and youth justice re-
form starts in your own community. 

mailto:staff@sentencingproject.org
https://www.sentencingproject.org/advocacy/get-involved/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/advocacy/get-involved/
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Find your Members of Congress

You can figure out who your Members of 
Congress are and how to contact them by 
using Congress.gov’s “Find Your Member” 
tool. Enter your address and the tool will 
show you your Senators and Representa-
tives. Click “Contact” under their names 
to be taken to their contact information on 
their respective websites. 

Navigating Congressional Calendars 

Members of Congress spend some of their 
time in Washington, DC and some of their 
time back in their home state near their con-
stituents, referred to as “in-district”. To get 
a sense of when your elected officials are in 
DC or at home, you can consult the tenta-
tive House of Representatives and Senate 
calendars for 2025. Usually, members are in 
DC  when their chamber of Congress is “in 
session” and home during “state work peri-
ods.” You can request a meeting with mem-
bers’ staff at any time but if you are unable 
to travel to DC you can request an in-person 
meeting with members only when they are 
home. If you are seeking a meeting with DC-
based staff members, they often have more 
availability during state work periods.

In Person Meetings - Meeting Your Members of Congress

Meeting with your members of Congress or their staff 
in-person or remotely via a video messaging platform is 
an impactful way to share your story and make the case 
for reform. It’s typically more productive to wait until a 
bill is introduced or reintroduced before requesting a 
meeting to advocate for it.

To request a meeting, you can use the contact form on 
your member’s website. To ensure your message reach-
es the right person promptly, however, it’s often helpful 
to call the member’s office number and ask for the email 
of the relevant staff member (for instance, the member’s 
scheduler if you’re requesting a member-level meeting 
or the staffer who handles criminal justice matters) for 
your request. 

You can request a meeting with your member of Con-
gress themselves, however their time is limited. Your 

HOW TO ENGAGE IN ADVOCACY

request for a member-level meeting is more likely to 
be granted if you are requesting it on behalf of multiple 
constituents, especially if those constituents include for-
merly incarcerated individuals, their family members, or 
local leaders such as councilmembers, clergy, organiza-
tional leaders, or business owners. Don’t be discouraged 
though if you’re offered a meeting with a staffer instead. 
Staff play a key role in members’ decision-making and 
building relationships with them is vital. 

http://Congress.gov
https://www.congress.gov/members/find-your-member
https://www.majorityleader.gov/house-legislative-calendar-2025/
https://www.senate.gov/legislative/resources/pdf/2025_calendar.pdf
https://www.senate.gov/legislative/resources/pdf/2025_calendar.pdf
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An example meeting request email is available in appen-
dix A. 

● Prepare for the meeting. Meetings with mem-
bers or their staff are very brief, often no more 
than 15 minutes. Preparation is key. Practice 
what you’re going to say and make a plan with 
anyone joining you. Be prepared to answer ba-
sic questions about the bill, like its status and 
cosponsors (both can be found by looking up 
the bill on Congress.gov). If possible, research 
your member’s position on the issue in advance. 
For instance, if you’re advocating for a bill that 
builds on the First Step Act, knowing whether 
the member voted for or against it if they were 
in Congress then will be helpful. Understanding 
the member’s record will help you make the best 
use of your short time together.

● Share your story. Personal stories and connec-
tions drive policy change. If you have a loved one 
in prison or were incarcerated yourself, sharing 
your story has the power to change hearts and 
minds. Sharing these stories can also be stress-
ful – practicing with a trusted friend in advance 
can help you figure out what you’re comfortable 
sharing, how to do so within the allotted time, 
and what kind of support you may need. If you’re 
working in a group with people from a variety of 
backgrounds, plan to feature the voices of those 
directly-impacted by the criminal legal system. 

● Have a clear, concise, and specific request. In 
all of your communication with the member’s of-
fice, begin by stating what you ultimately want. 
You can ask the member or their staff to vote for 
or against a specific bill or an amendment to a 
bill. If they already support the bill, you can ask 
them to be a stronger advocate for it by, for ex-
ample, circulating a letter to their colleagues 

urging them to also support it (this is called a 
“Dear Colleague” letter), advocating for it during 
debate, or speaking out publicly. Reiterate your 
request as you educate them on the issues. Re-
member that federal lawmakers cannot usually 
assist with matters of state law. For example, if 
you have a loved one incarcerated in a state pris-
on for a state crime, a federal resentencing bill 
unfortunately will not benefit them.

● Be respectful, patient, and assertive. Effective 
advocacy requires building a relationship with 
a member or their staff. Interacting respectful-
ly, even if you are urging them to change their 
position or expressing strong concerns, is vital 
regardless of whether you’re meeting in-person, 
sending a letter, or communicating on social me-
dia. 

● Follow up the meeting with a prompt thank 
you that restates your request and attaches 
any relevant resources.  Members and their 
staff speak to many constituents and it can be 
easy to forget the details of a conversation. A 
well-crafted thank you email ensures that they 
have a resource they can reference to refresh 
their memory of your meeting. You can also 
leave materials behind to support your advoca-
cy if you meet in person, or attach those mate-
rials to your meeting request. See appendices B 
and D for samples. 

● If your advocacy is successful, thank them 
again.  Saying thanks and publicly applauding 
members for doing the right thing helps build 
lasting productive relationships. 

http://Congress.gov
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Town Hall Meetings 

Town Hall meetings can be a uniquely impactful way to 
engage with your member of Congress. Town Hall meet-
ings are opportunities for your Congress members to 
hear directly from constituents about their most press-
ing questions and concerns and respond to them pub-
licly, on the record. If you are directly-impacted by the 
federal criminal legal system, Town Halls are a power-
ful platform to tell your story and ask how the member 
is going to make a difference. For example, if you have 
an elderly loved one in federal prison serving a lengthy 
sentence, you could share about their rehabilitation and 
the challenges they face behind bars, and ask how your 
member plans to make sure that elderly people aren’t 
needlessly incarcerated. Or if you were previously incar-
cerated and received a second chance, you could share 
how successful you’ve been since coming home, and ask 
how your member is working to create second chances 
for people like you. 

There’s also strength in numbers. Try to gather friends, 
family, and community members to attend the Town Hall 
with you to show how many people care about sentenc-
ing or youth justice reform. If your member is holding 
multiple Town Halls, working with allies to ensure that 
your shared concerns are expressed at all of the meet-
ings can be an effective way to guarantee that your voice 
is heard. To find out when your members are holding 
Town Halls, you can check their social media, the events 
page of their website, or call their office.  
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Op-Eds and Letters to the Editor 

An Op-Ed is an essay usually published by an indepen-
dent news outlet, expressing an opinion by a member 
of the public that makes a clear argument about a topic 
that has, usually, recently been in the news. For example, 
The Sentencing Project’s Bill Underwood wrote in USA 
Today about the urgency of passing federal sentencing 
reform in response to Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson’s 
confirmation proceedings, which touched on federal 
sentencing policy.1 A Letter to the Editor is a short re-
sponse to a recent news article or editorial essay. For ex-
ample Bill Underwood responded to a Washington Post 
piece on poor conditions in federal prisons by articulat-
ing the importance of decarceration.2 Both are effective 
ways to influence members of Congress, as well as gain 
more supporters for reform. Media outlets, especially 
national newspapers, receive many more letters to the 
editor and Op-Ed submissions than they can possibly 
publish. Following the tips below can help ensure that 
your voice has a better chance of being heard. 

● Be timely. Op-Eds are more likely to be pub-
lished if they are connected to current news and 
events. If you’re writing an Op-Ed advocating for 
a youth justice bill, relevant timing could be an 
occasion like a bill’s introduction, an upcoming 
vote on a bill, Youth Justice Action Month (Oc-
tober), or a holiday. Letters to the Editor should 
generally be submitted within a week of the sto-
ry or editorial they are responding to. 

● Have a clear goal. Just like in a meeting, it is 
important to include a specific request to your 
member of Congress, such as to support or op-
pose a bill. 

● Make sure your member of Congress sees the 
piece. An Op-Ed or Letter to the Editor is more 
likely to be seen by your member of Congress if it 
mentions them by name. Staff monitor news for 
mentions of their member of Congress so includ-
ing their name will make sure it ends up in their 
inbox. Make doubly sure they see it by emailing 
the published piece to their office as well. 

● Tell a story. A narrative will help draw people in. 
For example, if you were writing an Op-Ed on the 
need to build on the First Step Act or passing the 
Inclusive Democracy Act, you could share a story 
about a loved one directly impacted by the crim-
inal legal system.  

● Establish your authority. Why should read-
ers listen to your opinion? Early in the Op-Ed or 
Letter to the Editor establish why your opinion 
matters – for example, your lived experience as 
someone formerly incarcerated or your profes-
sional experience as a correctional officer. 

● Be accurate. An editor will check the accuracy of 
facts asserted in your Op-Ed or Letter to the Ed-
itor before publishing it. If you include a fact or 
figure, like the number of people in federal pris-
on or youth in detention, be prepared to provide 
the editor with the source of that information if 
they move forward with your Op-Ed. 

● Meet requirements. Newspapers typically have 
a firm word count range for Op-Eds, typically be-
tween 600-800 words. Letters to the editor are 
much shorter – often about 250 words or less. 
Newspapers usually specify how they prefer to 
receive Op-Eds and letters, such as an online 
form or a specific email address. If you can’t find 
this information on their website, you can call 
and ask for their Op-Ed and Letter to the Editor 
guidelines and submission preferences. 

● Choose the right outlet. Your member of Con-
gress will be influenced by Op-Eds and Letters to 
the Editor published by newspapers within their 
state or nationally (such as USA Today, the New 
York Times, or The Washington Post). You can 
also pitch publications focused on federal poli-
tics (for example, The Hill).

To learn more about submitting an effective Op-Ed, con-
sider consulting these guides from The Washington Post 
and The Op-Ed Project. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/op-ed-writing-guide-washington-post-examples/
https://www.theopedproject.org/resources
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Speak Out Online 
Social media can be an effective tool for advocacy. 
Here are some tips to help you make an impact: 

● Directly tag your representative with their user-
name on any social media platform to make sure 
they see your posts. 

● Note that you’re a constituent. Representatives 
are more likely to engage with people in their 
district.

● Include a clear ask, such as supporting or opposing a bill, and state your reason – such as explaining your con-
nection to this issue. You can also ask a general question, like “How are you working to build on the First Step 
Act?” or “How is Congress guaranteeing ballot access for eligible incarcerated voters?”  to start a conversation 
and get an individualized response.  

● Offer to discuss the topic further to encourage building a dialogue. 

● Be polite. Courtesy over social media is just as crucial as it is in-person. 

● Amplify resources on sentencing, voting rights, and youth justice reform. For examples, check out The Sentenc-
ing Project’s accounts on Instagram, @TheSentencingProject, and X.com, @SentencingProj. 

The Power of Faith-based Advocacy

Does your faith community have a prison visitation ministry? Or an anti-death penalty ministry? 
Consider adding extreme sentencing, voting rights, and youth justice reform advocacy to that im-
portant work. Clergy and faith communities can play a powerful role in moving members of Con-
gress toward reform. Organizing within religious communities can also be a highly efficient way to 
take collective action. For example, your prison ministry group could request a meeting with your 
member of Congress, attend a Town Hall together, and send letters. In Appendix C, you can see a 
letter that members of a prayer group at a church in North Carolina sent to their Senator, urging 
him to co-sponsor the Safer Detention Act after learning about the plight of an elderly man who will 
die in prison unless Congress makes him eligible for compassionate release. 

Members of the clergy can pitch Op-Eds or collaborate with colleagues at other faith communities 
to send powerful group letters and request meetings. In your faith-based advocacy, don’t hesitate 
to use the rhetoric of your faith or to cite scripture – that’s what makes your voice unique and valu-
able. Many faith communities or religious denominations also have detailed advocacy resources 
of their own which provide further guidance for effective advocacy, some of which are available in 
Appendix D. 

http://X.com


9    Toolkit for Fighting Mass Incarceration in the 119th Congress

SENTENCING BILLS
Building on the First Step Act 

The Safer Detention Act3 and the First Step Implementa-
tion Act4 are bipartisan bills that would build on the suc-
cess of the First Step Act and fill key gaps, including mak-
ing key reforms retroactive and ensuring that elderly 
people have access to the opportunity for early release, 
if appropriate. 
 
Pass the First Step Implementation Act and the Safer 
Detention Act 

In 2018, Congress passed, and President Donald Trump 
signed into law, the bipartisan First Step Act, a sweeping 
criminal justice reform bill designed to promote rehabili-
tation, lower recidivism, and reduce excessive sentences 
in the federal prison system. Lawmakers and advocates 
across both political parties supported the bill as a nec-
essary step to address extreme and unjust sentences im-
posed in the 1980s and 1990s. The First Step Act includes 
a range of sentencing reforms, including expanded op-
portunities for individuals to receive reduced sentences 
if they participate in rehabilitative programming. It also 
allows individuals to go before a judge and seek a reduc-
tion in sentence based on extraordinary circumstances, 
commonly called “compassionate release.” The First 
Step Act has been overwhelmingly successful. Among 
the over 44,000 individuals whose release has been expe-
dited by the First Step Act,5 nearly nine in every 10 have 
not been rearrested or reincarcerated, a recidivism rate 
considerably lower than the general prison population. 
 

The Safer Detention Act would expand opportunities for 
early release from prison for elderly people who pose 
no threat to public safety. While criminological research 
shows that people age out of crime as they grow old-
er, extreme prison sentences continue to incarcerate 
people into old age well after they have demonstrated 
readiness to successfully reenter society. Some of the 
oldest and most medically vulnerable people in federal 
prisons – those convicted of offenses that occurred prior 
to November 1, 1987 – were inadvertently excluded from 

SENTENCING, VOTING RIGHTS, AND 
YOUTH JUSTICE REFORM PRIORITIES 
FOR THE 119TH CONGRESS
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seeking a reduction in sentence under the First Step Act. 
The Safer Detention Act would correct that drafting error 
and make over 150 “old law” individuals eligible to seek 
compassionate release.6 To better ensure the health 
and safety of elderly incarcerated individuals, the Safer 
Detention Act would also reauthorize the Elderly Home 
Detention Pilot Program, which permits elderly individu-
als convicted of low-level non-violent offenses to return 
home sooner. Thus far, 1,245 individuals have benefited 
from the Elderly Home Detention Pilot Program.7

The First Step Implementation Act, builds upon the First 
Step Act of 2018’s reduction of mandatory minimum 
sentences for drug offenses. It would reduce inequities 
in the First Step Act’s implementation by making several 
of the law’s sentencing reforms retroactive to bring pre-
viously imposed sentences up to date with current sen-
tencing law. It would also grant judges greater discretion 
to sentence below mandatory minimums when they find 
those sentences excessive, bringing greater fairness to 
the federal justice system. It would also empower judg-
es to reduce sentences imposed on people convicted of 
crimes as minors who have served more than 20 years. 
Long sentences impede public investments in effective 
crime prevention, substance use treatment, and other 
rehabilitative efforts that produce healthier and safer 
communities. The First Step Implementation Act would 
potentially allow nearly 7,000 individuals in federal pris-
ons to seek a reduction in sentence, and result in lower 
sentences for nearly 800 people per year.8

Creating Second Look Opportunities

Pass the Second Look Act 

Many individuals remain in federal prisons decades lon-
ger than is necessary to protect communities or hold 
them accountable – needlessly fracturing families, deny-
ing them a chance to contribute to the community, and 
wasting scarce correctional resources. Legal experts rec-
ommend taking a second look at prison sentences after 
people have served 10 to 15 years, to ensure that sen-
tences reflect society’s evolving norms and knowledge.9 
The American Law Institute,10 the American Bar Associ-
ation,11 and Council on Criminal Justice’s Federal Prior-

ities Task Force12 have endorsed sentence reviews after 
10-15 years of imprisonment while jurisdictions such as 
the District of Columbia have begun to implement sec-
ond looks for selective portions of their prison popula-
tion.13 

The Second Look Act14 would allow individuals in fed-
eral prisons who have served at least 10 years in prison 
to petition a federal court for a sentence reduction. The 
court could reduce the individual’s sentence if the judge 
found that the individual is not a threat to public safety, 
is ready for reentry, and the interests of justice warrant a 
sentence modification. The bill also creates a rebuttable 
presumption of release for a defendant who is 50 years 
of age or older on the date of the petition. While not a 
guarantee of relief, the Second Look Act would give a 
hope of reentering the community to all individuals in 
federal prison. 

End Racial Disparity in Sentencing

Pass the EQUAL Act 

In 1986, Congress passed the Anti-Drug Abuse Act, es-
tablishing mandatory minimum sentences triggered by 
specific quantities of cocaine. Congress mandated much 
tougher sentences for crack cocaine offenses than for 
powder cocaine cases. For example, distribution of just 5 
grams of crack carried a minimum 5-year federal prison 
sentence, while for powder cocaine, distribution of 500 
grams – 100 times the amount of crack cocaine – carried 
the same sentence. The harsh mandatory minimums 
for crack cocaine, more prevalent in Black communities, 
contributed to rising incarceration rates and racial dis-
parities in the federal criminal legal system.15  

The Fair Sentencing Act of 2010 reduced the disparity 
in sentencing for crack cocaine and powder cocaine of-
fenses from 100:1 to 18:1, an improvement, but still an 
unscientific and racially-biased distinction. The biparti-
san EQUAL Act16 would finally end the disparity between 
crack and powder cocaine offenses. Passage of the 
EQUAL Act would significantly improve fairness, propor-
tionality, and racial justice within the federal criminal 
legal system. 
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Extreme federal penalties for crack cocaine have persist-
ed for decades despite an abundance of evidence from 
the medical and scientific community that no significant 
differences between crack cocaine and powder cocaine 
exist that justify the sentencing disparity between two 
forms of the same drug. The EQUAL Act would bring the 
federal justice system more in line with the vast majority 
of states that do not punish crack and powder cocaine 
differently.17

According to estimates from the U.S. Sentencing Com-
mission, over 7,600 people in federal prisons would like-
ly receive a reduction in sentence if the EQUAL Act were 
passed – going from an average sentence of 173 months 
to 100 months. And over 800 people facing federal crack 
cocaine charges each year would benefit from the EQUAL 
Act.18

VOTING BILLS
Guaranteeing Voting Rights for Justice 
Impacted Voters

Inclusive Democracy Act
The Inclusive Democracy Act19 would allow all currently 
and formerly incarcerated people to cast ballots in feder-
al elections. All citizens should be allowed a voice in our 
democracy.

The Inclusive Democracy Act includes several provisions 
designed to guarantee voting rights. Provisions include 
automatic restoration of voting rights in federal elec-
tions to all Americans with felony convictions; and elim-
ination of state-level barriers that prevent individuals 
with criminal convictions - incarcerated or after release 

- from exercising their right to vote in federal elections. 

Many of the laws linking voting rights to an individuals’ 
history with the criminal justice system have their roots 
in Jim Crow era policies20 which were explicitly designed 
to deny the right to vote to Black and Brown people, in-
cluding poll taxes, literacy tests, grandfather clauses, 
and cross burnings. As a result of these outdated poli-
cies, 4 million Americans with a felony conviction were 
disenfranchised as of 2024, disproportionately impact-
ing Black and Latinx Americans.  Polling from Lake Re-
search Partners21 found that a majority of voters (56%) 
would support a law guaranteeing the eligibility to vote 
for all citizens 18 and older, including citizens complet-
ing their sentence, both inside and outside of prison.

The Sentencing Project is working to pass the Inclusive 
Democracy Act and all legislation22 that guarantees vot-
ing rights for otherwise eligible voters in federal elec-
tions regardless of criminal conviction status. 
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YOUTH JUSTICE BILLS
Support Youth Justice Reform 

Reauthorize the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Pre-
vention Act

The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJ-
DPA) was signed into law in 1974 and was most recently 
reauthorized in 2018 with bipartisan support. JJDPA is 
the United States’ main federal law governing state ju-
venile justice systems. The JJDPA established the Office 
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), 
which is charged with supporting local and state efforts 
to prevent youth crime and improve their respective ju-
venile justice systems. OJJDP provides funds to states 
that follow a set of core federal protections for youth in 
the justice system. The JJDPA is currently up for reautho-
rization, meaning that Congress previously authorized 
funding for 2019 through 2023 and must act to approve 
future funding. In September 2024, Senators Sheldon 
Whitehouse (D-RI) and Charles Grassley (R-IA) intro-
duced the Juvenile Justice Delinquency and Prevention 
Reauthorization Act of 2024 (JJDPRA).23

The JJDPRA of 2024 provides several updates to the JJ-
DPA and reauthorizes the Act for another five years. The 
JJDPRA would give greater flexibility to states to use 
funds to address their local needs. It also ensures that 
the JJDPA’s core protections apply to youth housed in 
adult prisons. Those four core protections include en-
suring youth who merely commit non-criminal “status 
offenses” (such as chronic truancy or breaking curfew) 
are not institutionalized, removing youth from adult 
jails and prisons, fully separating youth (from the “sight 
and sound” of detained adults) when they are held in 
the same or adjacent facilities, and addressing racial 
and ethnic disparities of youth at all points in the ju-
venile justice system. It would also phase out the Valid 
Court Order exception, which allows states to incarcer-

ate youth for status offenses if they violate the terms of 
their probation. Finally, it would close a loophole which 
allowed some facilities in states which do not meet the 
four core protections to receive funding. 

The Sentencing Project is working to reauthorize the JJ-
DPA as a member of the Act 4 Juvenile Justice (Act4jj) co-
alition. For more information on the history of the JJDPA 
and reauthorization visit Act4jj.org. 

http://act4jj.org
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Official Letterhead (if applicable) 

[Date] 

ATTENTION: [scheduler name] 

The Honorable [Senator or Representative Name] 
United States [Senate or House of Representatives] 
[District Office Address] 

Dear [Senator or Representative]: 

I am writing [on behalf of your group/organization/faith community if relevant] to request an appointment to 
meet with you in your district office during the week of [dates] to urge you to support [bill name]. If it will not be 
possible to meet in person, we would like to schedule a meeting via video chat. If you are unavailable, we would 
like to meet with a key member of your staff who handles criminal justice issues. 

[If you are reaching out on behalf of an organization, describe the organization in two to three sentences, in-
cluding how sentencing reform, voting rights, or youth justice is relevant to the organization’s interests.]

I urge you to support [bill name] because [describe in two to three sentences, including your personal connec-
tion to the bill if relevant]. 

I will call your office to follow up on scheduling an appointment. I hope that we will have the opportunity to 
speak soon. If I can provide you with additional information or assistance, please contact me at [email and 
phone number]. 

Sincerely, 

[Name]

Include as attachments the text of the bill and the summary. 

APPENDIX A 
SAMPLE MEETING REQUEST



14    Toolkit for Fighting Mass Incarceration in the 119th Congress

Official Letterhead (if applicable) 

[Date] 

ATTENTION: [staff member that you met with] 

The Honorable [Senator or Representative Name] 
United States [Senate or House of Representatives] 
[District Office Address] 

Dear [Senator or Representative]: 

We appreciate [you or name of staff] meeting with [organization or names of individuals] on [date] to talk 
about guaranteeing the right to vote in federal elections for justice impacted citizens, particularly the urgency 
of supporting [bill]. 

Or

We were glad to have the opportunity to provide you with information about the importance of ending ex-
treme sentences. As we discussed during our conversation with [you or name of staff], [remind them of why 
this bill is important to you as a constituent]. 

We have attached additional information on [bill] and if we can provide you with further information or assis-
tance, please let us know at [email and phone number]. We urge you to support [bill]. 

Sincerely, 

[Name]

Include as attachments the bill text, a summary, and, if relevant, additional materials from Appendix D. 

APPENDIX B 
SAMPLE THANK YOU AND 
FOLLOW UP
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October 18, 2023

The Honorable Thom Tillis 
United States Senate
Washington, DC 20510

Re: Christians urge support for expansion of compassionate release 

Dear Senator Tillis:

As your constituents and as Christians, we are grateful for your sentencing reform leadership and write to urge 
you to build on that legacy by co-sponsoring the Safer Detention Act of 2023. All people in prison are children of 
God: deserving of mercy and capable of redemption. Compassionate release reflects that reality, but currently 
some of the oldest and sickest people in federal prisons are excluded from that relief. The Safer Detention Act 
would correct that cruel injustice and we urge you to support it. 

Far too many elderly people are in federal prisons. Many are ill, going blind, experiencing dementia, and have 
long since ceased to pose a risk to the community. As Christians, we are called to “remember the prisoner” (He-
brew 13:3). We urge you to remember these vulnerable men and women. 

This recent New York Times profile tells the story of one such man, Bonnie Erwin, who despite being partially 
paralyzed and using a wheelchair, is unable to seek compassionate release. 

Currently, people convicted of offenses that occurred prior to November 1, 1987 are arbitrarily excluded from 
compassionate relief. These few hundred men and women are among the most vulnerable in federal prisons, 
and many are serving sentences far longer than they would receive today. 

Our faith calls us to temper justice with mercy. The Safer Detention Act would bring compassionate release clos-
er to that ideal by granting judges much needed discretion to reunite families, save lives, and correct injustice 
for these forgotten individuals. 

Again, thank you for your leadership on these issues and for your attention to the concerns we’ve expressed 
here. We would appreciate the opportunity to meet with you. Please contact [redacted name at redacted phone 
number and email address] to arrange a meeting.

Sincerely, 

[redacted]

This example letter was sent by a faith group in North Carolina to Senator Tillis. 

APPENDIX C
EXAMPLE FAITH-BASED LETTER TO 
CONGRESS MEMBER 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/24/us/politics/erwin-prison-reform-trump-gohmert-texas.html
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Building on the First Step Act 

These resources on the First Step Act and the need for 
further reforms can be useful to share with legislative 
offices in follow up emails or to leave behind after in-per-
son meetings if you are advocating for the First Step Im-
plementation Act or Safer Detention Act. 

The First Step Act: Ending Mass Incarceration in Federal 
Prison, The Sentencing Project - Brief summarizing the 
successes and limitations of the First Step Act, recidivism 
rates for beneficiaries, and the need for further reform

The First Step Act: An Early Analysis of Recidivism, The 
Council on Criminal Justice - Detailed analysis of the re-
cidivism rates of beneficiaries of the First Step Act

Estimated Impact of the First Step Implementation Act of 
2021, U.S. Sentencing Commission - Breakdown of how 
many individuals would likely benefit from each provision 
of the First Step Implementation Act and the years of in-
carceration it would reduce

Saving the People Congress Forgot: It Is Time to Abolish 
the U.S. Parole Commission and Consider All “Old Law” 
Federal Prisoners for Release, Federal Sentencing Re-
porter - Academic article offering background on the need 
for the Safer Detention Act, as well as further reforms, in 
order to decrease the necessary incarceration of some of 
the oldest individuals in federal prisons

Creating Second Chances 

These resources on sentencing second looks can be use-
ful to share with legislative offices in follow up emails or 
to leave behind after in-person meetings if you are advo-
cating for the Second Look Act. 

A Second Look at Injustice, The Sentencing Project - Re-
port detailing the role of extreme sentences in driving ra-
cial disparities and mass incarceration and discusses the 
research supporting sentencing second looks.

The Second Look Movement: A Review of the Nation’s 
Sentence Review Laws, The Sentencing Project - Report 
summarizing the growing movement amongst states to 
pass resentencing laws. 

Ending the Disparity

These resources on ending the cocaine sentencing dis-
parity can be useful to share with legislative offices in 
follow up emails or to leave behind after in-person meet-
ings if you are advocating for the EQUAL Act. 

The EQUAL Act: Why Congress Must #EndTheDisparity 
Between Federal Crack & Powder Cocaine Sentences, 
FAMM - Brief summary of the EQUAL Act and its potential 
impact. 

Federal Crack Cocaine Disparity Myth-Buster, Prison Fel-
lowship - Two-page document dispelling common myths 
about crack cocaine, racial disparities, and reform. 

Resources for Faith-based Sentencing Advocacy

These documents and toolkits are just a small selection 
of the resources created by faith organizations to support 
faith-based lobbying and may be helpful to individuals 
or faith communities engaging in faith-based advocacy. 

How to Lobby Congress Virtually: A Step-by-Step Guide, 
Friends Committee on National Legislation - Guide devel-
oped by a national, nonpartisan Quaker organization to 
support virtual advocacy.

APPENDIX D 
BUILDING ON THE FIRST STEP ACT 

https://www.sentencingproject.org/policy-brief/the-first-step-act-ending-mass-incarceration-in-federal-prisons/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/policy-brief/the-first-step-act-ending-mass-incarceration-in-federal-prisons/
https://counciloncj.foleon.com/first-step-act/fsa/
https://www.ussc.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/research-and-publications/prison-and-sentencing-impact-assessments/October_2021_Impact_Analysis_for_CBO.pdf
https://www.ussc.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/research-and-publications/prison-and-sentencing-impact-assessments/October_2021_Impact_Analysis_for_CBO.pdf
https://lawcat.berkeley.edu/record/1255602/files/Weisselberg%20%26%20Evans%20Saving%20the%20People%20Congress%20Forgot%20%28Dec.%202022%29.pdf
https://lawcat.berkeley.edu/record/1255602/files/Weisselberg%20%26%20Evans%20Saving%20the%20People%20Congress%20Forgot%20%28Dec.%202022%29.pdf
https://lawcat.berkeley.edu/record/1255602/files/Weisselberg%20%26%20Evans%20Saving%20the%20People%20Congress%20Forgot%20%28Dec.%202022%29.pdf
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/a-second-look-at-injustice/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/the-second-look-movement-a-review-of-the-nations-sentence-review-laws/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/the-second-look-movement-a-review-of-the-nations-sentence-review-laws/
https://famm.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Crack-Disparity-One-Pager.pdf
https://famm.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Crack-Disparity-One-Pager.pdf
https://www.prisonfellowship.org/download/cocaine-myth-buster/?wpdmdl=93019&refresh=664fa4df7f31f1716495583
https://www.fcnl.org/resources/how-lobby-congress-virtually-step-step-guide
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Lobbying Resources, NETWORK Lobby for Catholic So-
cial Justice - Guide to lobbying lawmakers by phone, 
in-person, on social media, and in the media for Catholic 
advocates. 

Creating Change Together: A Toolkit for Faithful Civic En-
gagement, General Board of Church and Society of The 
United Methodist Church - Detailed advocacy resource, 
including guidance on storytelling, in-person and remote 
advocacy, and public witness. 

Handbook for Jewish Communities Fighting Mass Incar-
ceration, T’ruah - Comprehensive guide for Jewish com-
munities and leaders interested in fighting mass incar-
ceration with extensive background materials, religious 
resources, and advocacy guidance. 

Lobbying Guide for Houses of Worship, Bolder Advocacy 
- Brief summary of the legal limits governing lobbying by 
churches, synagogues, mosques, and other faith commu-
nities. 

Outrageous Justice, Prison Fellowship - A six-week small 
group Christian curriculum on the need for criminal legal 
reform and opportunities for advocacy. 

Youth Justice Reform Resources

These resources on the JJDPRA created by the Act4JJ co-
alition can be useful to share with legislative offices in 
follow up emails or to leave behind after in-person meet-
ings. For additional resources and action alerts, visit the 
Act4JJ website. 

Section-by-Section Summary of the Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention Reauthorization Act of 2024, 
Act4JJ Coalition - A section by section review of the provi-
sions of the JJDPRA.

Summary Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
Reauthorization Act of 2024, Act4JJ Coalition – A one 
page summary of the JJDPRA.

Guaranteeing Voting Rights Resources
These materials support rights restoration advocacy and 
will be helpful to share with legislative offices in support 
of guaranteeing voting rights for citizens with felony con-
victions.

Out of Step: U.S. Policy on Voting Rights in Global Per-
spective - This report highlights the outlier status of the 
United States of stripping voting rights from citizens with 
felony convictions.

Expanding the Vote: State Felony Disenfranchisement 
Reform, 1997-2023 - This report documents that as of 
2023, 26 states and the District of Columbia expanded vot-
ing rights to persons with felony convictions since 1997.

Increasing Public Safety by Restoring Voting Rights - The 
research highlighted in this briefing paper underscores 
the beneficial impacts of restoring voting rights for all 
Americans who have been convicted of a felony, whether 
they are inside or outside of prison.

https://networkadvocates.org/advocacytoolbox/lobby/
https://www.umcjustice.org/documents/119
https://www.umcjustice.org/documents/119
https://www.umcjustice.org/documents/119
https://truah.org/resources/handbook-for-jewish-communities-fighting-mass-incarceration/
https://truah.org/resources/handbook-for-jewish-communities-fighting-mass-incarceration/
https://afj.org/resource/lobbying-rules-for-houses-of-worship/
https://www.prisonfellowship.org/about/justicereform/landing-pages/outrageous-justice/
https://www.act4jj.org/
https://cdn.wildapricot.com/303509/resources/Advocacy/2024-09-25%20JJDPRA%20SxS.pdf?version=1727301528000&Policy=eyJTdGF0ZW1lbnQiOiBbeyJSZXNvdXJjZSI6Imh0dHBzOi8vY2RuLndpbGRhcHJpY290LmNvbS8zMDM1MDkvcmVzb3VyY2VzL0Fkdm9jYWN5LzIwMjQtMDktMjUlMjBKSkRQUkElMjBTeFMucGRmP3ZlcnNpb249MTcyNzMwMTUyODAwMCIsIkNvbmRpdGlvbiI6eyJEYXRlTGVzc1RoYW4iOnsiQVdTOkVwb2NoVGltZSI6MTczMzUyMzM4N30sIklwQWRkcmVzcyI6eyJBV1M6U291cmNlSXAiOiIwLjAuMC4wLzAifX19XX0_&Signature=cq3YCD3PSxKSPLpv0if9VAnwtUaEmyoOiLPThogt5wpPZfBKgajube4EtEudBpsHf4kHeCsVrKQf7EmXzdnLVZUGWh~mpI6feHuzaRuryVyvSdWiVgYSrBNSworuKT6O5-qMRYX9YQZWl3oKyEE3w3R2sw45rscsA6Fo7y6BxCVax0yOeZshl~ylupdAWl0OIl80QTaNFN~Y55tcPQ0F4TGH~7UgnYYkwCwxk7C7h179UburL4sYacB6QVnHezh9iEAHF5rjXX2gJ1JXn02H13p4aYfaPGQXOa8niYCGiJaIx44wZCFulQGS4vIY3SpdIQMKC-5H05MD3PVB59ogUQ__&Key-Pair-Id=K27MGQSHTHAGGF
https://cdn.wildapricot.com/303509/resources/Advocacy/2024-09-25%20JJDPRA%20SxS.pdf?version=1727301528000&Policy=eyJTdGF0ZW1lbnQiOiBbeyJSZXNvdXJjZSI6Imh0dHBzOi8vY2RuLndpbGRhcHJpY290LmNvbS8zMDM1MDkvcmVzb3VyY2VzL0Fkdm9jYWN5LzIwMjQtMDktMjUlMjBKSkRQUkElMjBTeFMucGRmP3ZlcnNpb249MTcyNzMwMTUyODAwMCIsIkNvbmRpdGlvbiI6eyJEYXRlTGVzc1RoYW4iOnsiQVdTOkVwb2NoVGltZSI6MTczMzUyMzM4N30sIklwQWRkcmVzcyI6eyJBV1M6U291cmNlSXAiOiIwLjAuMC4wLzAifX19XX0_&Signature=cq3YCD3PSxKSPLpv0if9VAnwtUaEmyoOiLPThogt5wpPZfBKgajube4EtEudBpsHf4kHeCsVrKQf7EmXzdnLVZUGWh~mpI6feHuzaRuryVyvSdWiVgYSrBNSworuKT6O5-qMRYX9YQZWl3oKyEE3w3R2sw45rscsA6Fo7y6BxCVax0yOeZshl~ylupdAWl0OIl80QTaNFN~Y55tcPQ0F4TGH~7UgnYYkwCwxk7C7h179UburL4sYacB6QVnHezh9iEAHF5rjXX2gJ1JXn02H13p4aYfaPGQXOa8niYCGiJaIx44wZCFulQGS4vIY3SpdIQMKC-5H05MD3PVB59ogUQ__&Key-Pair-Id=K27MGQSHTHAGGF
https://cdn.wildapricot.com/303509/resources/Advocacy/2024-09-25%20JJDPA%20Summary.pdf?version=1727301521000&Policy=eyJTdGF0ZW1lbnQiOiBbeyJSZXNvdXJjZSI6Imh0dHBzOi8vY2RuLndpbGRhcHJpY290LmNvbS8zMDM1MDkvcmVzb3VyY2VzL0Fkdm9jYWN5LzIwMjQtMDktMjUlMjBKSkRQQSUyMFN1bW1hcnkucGRmP3ZlcnNpb249MTcyNzMwMTUyMTAwMCIsIkNvbmRpdGlvbiI6eyJEYXRlTGVzc1RoYW4iOnsiQVdTOkVwb2NoVGltZSI6MTczMzUyMzQ5MH0sIklwQWRkcmVzcyI6eyJBV1M6U291cmNlSXAiOiIwLjAuMC4wLzAifX19XX0_&Signature=gY9-IbT7BMPlpPj1subDn~eGwVR~fy~IeISiLkwUo2n3noYsAJ5Mr61bJBj~TZTD4fxyVAGV3BhBNU3ymgBOALq68Xmn6G9S5W8HDnQkoTagJwUj9PGJ2IZMGCHDD5jUb5-cZLLozuo~GUWGTlraJZvxx3SJemip1SgwCxLfdI5YCgFBp13N5Zw3H6LmFD0KHc-8ZX~dFEYZ9qOkBP1fieVLFmquHEf-ZvRTrSIV7x~zuMCy~pqWg7eGDSUcJEI4P10NXuEnE4Lrx4HnNyRayLo3TMJIy2tYnMv8Slj4ZCrcmSCrJqu0yYuj0hMnXRoLermtvErqvdsM9QsSOa~uDw__&Key-Pair-Id=K27MGQSHTHAGGF
https://cdn.wildapricot.com/303509/resources/Advocacy/2024-09-25%20JJDPA%20Summary.pdf?version=1727301521000&Policy=eyJTdGF0ZW1lbnQiOiBbeyJSZXNvdXJjZSI6Imh0dHBzOi8vY2RuLndpbGRhcHJpY290LmNvbS8zMDM1MDkvcmVzb3VyY2VzL0Fkdm9jYWN5LzIwMjQtMDktMjUlMjBKSkRQQSUyMFN1bW1hcnkucGRmP3ZlcnNpb249MTcyNzMwMTUyMTAwMCIsIkNvbmRpdGlvbiI6eyJEYXRlTGVzc1RoYW4iOnsiQVdTOkVwb2NoVGltZSI6MTczMzUyMzQ5MH0sIklwQWRkcmVzcyI6eyJBV1M6U291cmNlSXAiOiIwLjAuMC4wLzAifX19XX0_&Signature=gY9-IbT7BMPlpPj1subDn~eGwVR~fy~IeISiLkwUo2n3noYsAJ5Mr61bJBj~TZTD4fxyVAGV3BhBNU3ymgBOALq68Xmn6G9S5W8HDnQkoTagJwUj9PGJ2IZMGCHDD5jUb5-cZLLozuo~GUWGTlraJZvxx3SJemip1SgwCxLfdI5YCgFBp13N5Zw3H6LmFD0KHc-8ZX~dFEYZ9qOkBP1fieVLFmquHEf-ZvRTrSIV7x~zuMCy~pqWg7eGDSUcJEI4P10NXuEnE4Lrx4HnNyRayLo3TMJIy2tYnMv8Slj4ZCrcmSCrJqu0yYuj0hMnXRoLermtvErqvdsM9QsSOa~uDw__&Key-Pair-Id=K27MGQSHTHAGGF
https://www.sentencingproject.org/publications/out-of-step-u-s-policy-on-voting-rights-in-global-perspective/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/publications/out-of-step-u-s-policy-on-voting-rights-in-global-perspective/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/expanding-the-vote-state-felony-disenfranchisement-reform-1997-2023/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/expanding-the-vote-state-felony-disenfranchisement-reform-1997-2023/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/app/uploads/2023/07/Increasing-Public-Safety-by-Restoring-Voting-Rights.pdf
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