
Judge Patti B. Saris, Chair 
United States Sentencing Commission 
One Columbus Circle, N.E., Suite 2-500 
Washington, D.C. 20002 
 
March 18, 2014 
 
RE: Faith community supports lowering drug sentencing guidelines 
 
Dear Judge Saris: 
 
The undersigned faith organizations believe current mandatory minimum sentences and 
the corresponding sentencing guidelines for drug offenses are excessive and 
counterproductive.  We are pleased to support the U.S. Sentencing Commission’s proposal 
to reduce the sentencing guideline ranges for drug offenses by two offense levels, thereby 
reducing the average sentence for a federal drug offense by an estimated 11 months.  
 
We applaud the Commission’s commitment to reviewing and adjusting the sentencing 
guidelines it oversees in order to improve fairness for defendants and prisoners, as well as 
to address dangerous overcrowding in the Bureau of Prisons. Half of the current federal 
prison population is incarcerated due to a drug offense, most are low-level and non-violent.  
Despite the already long mandatory minimum sentences set by Congress for this cohort of 
defendants, the current sentencing guideline ranges for drug cases exceeds the statutory 
mandatory minimums. The guidelines’ inflation of sentences is unwarranted and unwise. 
 
We believe federal drug sentences are too long and more alternative sentencing options 
that do not require terms in prison should be available for defendants who are not a threat 
to public safety. The failings of the current criminal justice system are obvious: harsh 
sentences with limited rehabilitation, disconnection from family and friends, and 
exceptionally difficult transitions home accompanied by few job opportunities, 
unaffordable housing and obstacles to accessing medical care and treatment services.   
 
Currently, the Department of Justice targets a large and growing proportion of its overall 
budget to maintenance of the federal prison system.  Even at a time of significant budget 
cutbacks across the federal government, the Bureau of Prisons has gained increases year 
after year, all in the name of accommodating its growing prison population and its 
dangerous overcrowding problem.  This trend must end.  
 
Investments in constructing and purchasing more prison beds is no longer sustainable and 
is not the kind of economic development this country needs.  Instead, we prioritize 
investments in maintaining families, providing access to substance abuse treatment, mental 
health care and employment and education opportunities.  These investments are a public 
good and a more effective and humane approach to crime problems. 
 
While tackling mass incarceration and the bloated federal prison system, in particular, are 
daunting tasks, we stand resolute in altering this unjust system.  We believe the 



Commission’s amendment which will reduce the federal prison population is a small but 
important step in advancing our cause. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
American Friends Service Committee 
Church of Scientology, National Affairs Office 
Criminon New Life DC 
Disciples Justice Action Network 
Healing Communities USA 
National Council of Churches, USA 
Union for Reform Judaism 
Unitarian Universalist Association 
United Church of Christ, Justice and Witness Ministries 
United Methodist Church, General Board of Church and Society 


