May 8, 2020
The Honorable Mitch McConnell
Majority Leader
United States Senate
Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Charles Schumer
Minority Leader
United States Senate
Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Nancy Pelosi
Speaker
United States House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20515

The Honorable Kevin McCarthy
Minority Leader
United States House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20515

Dear Majority Leader McConnell, Speaker Pelosi, Minority Leader Schumer, and Minority Leader
McCarthy:
In the face of the COVID-19 pandemic, American values of resilience and care for others are on
full display. Now more than ever, we must continue to be a voice for the vulnerable—including
those serving time behind bars. Contained physical space, limited medical resources, and
substantial populations who are aging or immunocompromised make correctional facilities
susceptible to acute COVID-19 outbreaks.1 Meanwhile, over 600,000 federal and state prisoners
returning to our communities face new uncertainties in their pursuit of a law-abiding, productive
future.2 We urge you and your colleagues to take further steps to protect incarcerated men and
women, correctional staff, and returning citizens in future legislative responses to COVID-19.
Our organizations’ deeply held faith values inspire our commitment to “remember the prisoner”
(Hebrews 13:3) and those responsible for their care. As this pandemic escalates, we risk seeing
more incarcerated individuals and law enforcement staff endure severe medical complications;
more overwhelmed regional health care systems; and more negative reentry outcomes. These
threats to public health and public safety are tragically unfolding day by day. Seven of the nation’s
ten largest coronavirus outbreaks are in correctional facilities.3 In late April, Andrea Circle Bear,
an incarcerated Native American woman convicted for a non-violent drug offense, died from
COVID-19 in federal custody after giving birth to her son while on a ventilator.4
The rapidly growing crisis of COVID-19 in our justice system demands a bold legislative response
that builds on positive steps already taken by Congress and state, local, and federal criminal
justice stakeholders.5 We request the inclusion of the following proposals in future legislation:
•

1

Expand eligibility for compassionate release in the federal prison system. The
Bureau of Prisons (BOP) and federal courts use this tool to reduce sentences for federal
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prisoners on a case by case basis for “extraordinary and compelling reasons.”6 Congress
should expand compassionate release during the covered emergency period so that more
people at high-risk of experiencing grave COVID-19 complications are eligible for relief,
such as the elderly, medically at-risk, and pregnant prisoners. Congress should also
temporarily reduce the current 30-day waiting period for such federal prisoners to file a
motion for compassionate release directly with a federal court.
Use Digital Programming. Federal prisons have restricted traditional face-to-face
programming and visitation given social distancing guidelines. Distribution of
electronic tablets among those in federal prisons will guarantee safe continued,
access to rehabilitative programming while the threat of COVID-19 persists.
Increase reentry funding. Unemployment, addiction, housing insecurity, and
recidivism mark the return home for too many returning citizens. 7 COVID-19’s disruption
to labor markets and local and state social services could exacerbate these outcomes.8
Reentry service providers often provide the supportive housing, mentoring, and workforce
development needed for flourishing after incarceration. However, reentry providers are
struggling during this pandemic; in a recent survey, 75% of providers reported suspending
services or closing and half fear a permanent end to operations.9 Whether through
increasing Second Chance Act grants or other funding mechanisms, Congress must ensure
adequate funding for these community institutions to meet urgent reentry needs.
Stop penalizing second-chance entrepreneurs. An estimated one in three
Americans have a criminal record.10 The Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) eligibility
rules deny vital emergency relief to the numerous small business owners among them.
Replacing current PPP sanctions with narrowly tailored guidelines that exclude only those
with recent fraud convictions would judiciously use federal dollars without prohibiting
relief for valuable small businesses. Like other Main Street leaders, entrepreneurs with a
criminal record face an unprecedented crisis and ought not be excluded from access to the
lifeline they may need to keep their businesses afloat and their staff employed.11

We recognize the numerous priorities related to COVID-19 now before your offices. We are
confident that responsible sentencing reforms, continued rehabilitative programming, and
investment in support of second chances will benefit our communities both during this pandemic
and in the demanding recovery ahead.
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History—and the Author of Life—will demand an account from our nation of how we remembered
“the least of these” (Matthew 25) during this crisis. It is our sincere hope that our collective
treatment of the incarcerated will not be found wanting. We implore you and your colleagues to
incorporate our recommendations in COVID-19 relief legislation and remember the needs of
incarcerated individuals, correctional staff, and returning citizens in your bipartisan
deliberations.
Sincerely,
Stephanie Summers
CEO
Center for Public Justice
Rev. Ted Penton S.J.
Secretary
Jesuit Conference of the United States – Office of Ecology and Justice
Walter Kim
President
National Association of Evangelicals
Rev. Dr. Gabriel Salguero
Pastor, Calvario City Church
President, National Latino Evangelical Coalition
Heather Rice-Minus
Vice President of Government Affairs and Church Mobilization
Prison Fellowship

