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Dear Chairman Claitor, Vice-Chairman Perry and Honorable Members of Senate Judiciary
Committee C:

I write today to offer testimony in support of the changes proposed in Senate Bill 220, which
downgrades penalties for drug and property offenses. I believe these proposals will help our state
reduce unnecessary incarceration and improve public safety.

It's no secret that when it comes to our prison system, our state is an outlier. Louisiana incarcerates
more people per capita than any other state — including our tough-on-crime neighbors such as
Alabama, Mississippi and Oklahoma.'

Much of this population growth has been driven by mental illness and addiction. For decades, our
prisons and jails have been forced to serve as substitute health facilities and our law enforcement
officers as mental health or addiction professionals. We have neither the adequate training nor
resources to provide mental health services. Yet, we are often the first responders to someone in the
midst of a mental health or addiction crisis, and officers have little alternative to making an arrest.
After the arrest, these offenders are incarcerated rather than treated for their underlying issue.

Jails and prisons are not a solution to mental illness, addiction. Few who need treatment receive it
while incarcerated and as a result, when these people are released they are, at best, no better off than
then they went in. When you add the stigma and legal barriers of a criminal conviction, they are, in
all likelihood, much worse. This creates an ever-revolving door into our justice system at the
expense of taxpayers and our communities.

Furthermore, every year, thousands of prisoners enter Louisianan prisons for property offenses.” In
fact, according to the Justice Reinvestment Task Force findings, between 2006 and 2015, prison
admissions for property crimes jumped 53 percent.” In many cases these offenders are struggling
with poverty, mental illness or stealing to feed their addiction.

While there must be sanctions for even the lowest-level property offenses, the punishment must be
proportional to the crime. According to the Task Force findings, Louisiana’s current felony-level
penalties are out of step with most other states — fueling our bloated prison population and
burdening thousands of offenders with the life-long burden of a felony conviction.



There is no question that illicit drug use takes a toll on our communities and that we need to hold
people accountable for even low-level petty theft. However, when crimes are driven by addiction,
mental illness or poverty, overly harsh penalties do not effectively deter nor prevent future crime.
Furthermore, it directs our finite prison and law enforcement resources away from focusing on the
most serious and violent offenders — at the expense of public safety.

When considering these changes, Louisiana has the benefit of looking to other states that have
successfully reduce penalties and seen a positive reduction in crime. For example, South Carolina
reformed mandatory minimum sentencing for drug possession and enacted other reforms in 2010.
In the next four years, the state saw a 9 percent decrease in the prison population and a 17 percent
decrease in violent crime.” And in 2012, the Georgia General Assembly increased the felony
threshold for theft crimes and expanded use of sentencing alternatives. Since passage, Georgia’s
state prison population dropped by 10.3 percent; the state continues to enjoy historically low crime
rates.’

Having spent my career in law enforcement, I know we can keep our communities safe without
relying on arbitrary and excessive punishment. In fact, effective crime control is best achieved
through a targeted approach that focuses correctional, law enforcement, and prosecutorial resources
on finding and punishing the most violent offenders while diverting those more effectively served by
other proven means outside the prison system. By lowering penalties for low-level drug and
property offenses, SB 220 will enable us to reduce unnecessary incarceration in our state while
making our communities safer.

Thank you for your consideration of this critical legislation. I look forward to continuing to work
with you to improve justice and safety in our state.

Sincerely,

Ronal Serpas
Chairman, Law Enforcement Leaders to Reduce Crime and Incarceration
Former Police Superintendent, New Orleans Police Department
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