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A Letter from 
the Board Chair
In 2023, the Vera Institute of Justice 
(Vera) saw major victories from 
seeds planted long ago. 

In July, more than 760,000 
people in prison became eligible 
for Pell Grants as the result of 
a years-long campaign Vera 
and partners led to end the 
counterproductive ban on federal 
education aid for incarcerated 
people. Moving forward, Vera is 
working with colleges, universities, 
and corrections departments 
to improve and increase access 
to high-quality college courses 
in prisons around the country. 
Clear evidence shows that higher 
education gives incarcerated people 
a far greater chance of breaking the 
cycle of incarceration when they 
are released—as most will be. As 
a result of this work, more people 
will leave prison with skills that 
can help them thrive and support 
their families.

Vera and the MILPA Collective’s 
Restoring Promise initiative has 
spent years working in prisons 

around the country to shift prison 
culture away from a focus on 
punishment to a focus instead on 
human dignity, accountability, and 
growth. In 2023, a randomized 
control trial in South Carolina 
prisons showed that living in a 
Restoring Promise unit decreased 
young adults’ odds of being 
convicted of a violent infraction 
by a remarkable 73 percent. This 
model is being lauded and emulated 
by corrections officials who see 
it as a clear way to create safer 
environments for all who live and 
work in prisons. 

Two years ago, Vera helped 
Ramsey County, Minnesota, 
District Attorney John Choi 
launch a policy to end low-level 
traffic stops that have nothing to 
do with safety. These traffic stops 
exacerbate racial disparities in 
traffic enforcement around the 
country and, in far too many 
cases, they end in harm or death. 
Since the policy was implemented, 
non–public safety traffic stops fell 
86 percent, with Black drivers 
experiencing the largest decrease 
in these types of stops and related 
searches. Jurisdictions that did 
not implement the change saw a 

greater increase in violent crime 
than jurisdictions that implemented 
Choi’s policy. 

The data is clear. Making the criminal 
legal system more just and humane 
leads to better outcomes. Vera’s 
approaches are working. Thanks to 
Vera’s community, fewer people are 
languishing in immigration detention 
and face deportation without an 
attorney to protect their rights 
in court, fewer people are facing 
unnecessary and traumatic police 
stops and harmful legal system fines 
and fees, fewer girls are being sent 
to prison-like environments for no 
reason other than their “protection,” 
and prisons across the country are 
producing scholars.

As the chair of Vera’s board, I am 
proud of the work that Vera is doing 
to reform harmful systems and 
spark structural transformation. 
Demographics are in our favor, and 
young people, who have learned 
the lessons from the twin tragedies 
of George Floyd’s murder and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, are ready 
for change. The generation that is 
entering the workforce and the voting 
booth is not going to be complicit in 
maintaining an unjust status quo.

In this climate, there is great 
opportunity for change, and Vera 
is poised to continue advancing 
messages, policies, and programs 
that prove that true public safety and 
justice go hand in hand. 

With your support, we can continue 
to mitigate the harms of systems 
that punish when they should aid. 
With your support, we can continue 
fighting for systems that deliver 
safety and justice for all.

Damien Dwin
Board Chair

https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/RP_PolicyBrief_final.pdf
https://www.vera.org/news/black-drivers-were-pulled-over-less-often-after-a-minnesota-county-changed-its-policies
https://knowledgehub.justiceinnovationlab.org/reports/traffic-stop-policy-ramsey-county
https://knowledgehub.justiceinnovationlab.org/reports/traffic-stop-policy-ramsey-county
https://www.vera.org/ending-mass-incarceration/reducing-incarceration/detention-of-immigrants/advancing-universal-representation-initiative
https://www.vera.org/ending-mass-incarceration/reducing-incarceration/detention-of-immigrants/advancing-universal-representation-initiative
https://www.vera.org/news/black-drivers-were-pulled-over-less-often-after-a-minnesota-county-changed-its-policies
https://www.vera.org/news/black-drivers-were-pulled-over-less-often-after-a-minnesota-county-changed-its-policies
https://www.vera.org/news/in-win-for-criminal-legal-system-reform-new-mexico-eliminates-criminal-court-fees-for-adults
https://www.vera.org/news/in-win-for-criminal-legal-system-reform-new-mexico-eliminates-criminal-court-fees-for-adults
https://www.vera.org/news/how-one-california-county-is-ending-girls-incarceration
https://www.vera.org/news/how-one-california-county-is-ending-girls-incarceration
https://www.vera.org/news/how-college-in-prison-changes-lives
https://www.vera.org/news/how-college-in-prison-changes-lives
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A Letter from 
the President 
When I rejoined the Vera Institute 
of Justice (Vera) as president 10 
years ago, I was motivated by 
the horrific statistic that a Black 
baby boy had a staggering one in 
three chance of imprisonment in 
his lifetime. It is now one in five. 
This is a signal and an important 
improvement that is a result of our 
collective work. 

The Vera Institute of Justice is 
unrelenting in our efforts to 
continue this progress. Together 
with countless activists, lawmakers, 
nonprofit organizations, and 
community groups, we are 
shrinking the mass incarceration 
apparatus in the United States. The 
total incarcerated population—
while still unconscionably 
high—has declined more than 
20 percent from its peak level in 
2008. We celebrate this progress 
while recognizing that much more 
remains to be done. 

Over the past year, Vera has focused 
on real solutions that deliver safety, 
accountability, and justice. We 

have aided police in getting out of 
the business of enforcing trivial 
traffic violations, which produce 
significantly racially disparate 
harm. And we have proved that 
we can make prisons safer and 
more humane, minimizing violence 
and solitary confinement. These 
accomplishments materialized 
during a year when the public was 
more concerned about crime and 
safety than it has been in decades.

The conventional wisdom is that 
crime concerns deplete the public’s 
belief in the necessity of justice. 
But in fact, the public supports our 
efforts to promote true public safety 
by redirecting resources wasted 
on mass incarceration toward 
solutions that instead focus on the 
root causes of society’s problems.

Today’s voters have seen the 
abject failure of the 50-year-old 
“War on Drugs” and the 1994 
Crime Bill. They know that it is 
counterproductive and harmful 
to send people to jail and prison 
due to behavior rooted in poverty, 
homelessness, mental illness, and 
substance use—the outcomes of 
woefully insufficient investments 
in community health and well-

being. They recognize the racist 
roots of the current criminal 
legal system and its unjust 
punishments. Research from 
Vera Action, Vera’s sister 501(c)
(4) organization, shows that a 
majority of voters want leaders 
to make strategic investments to 
prevent crime in the first place, not 
simply respond with police and 
prisons after harm is done.

As the 2024 presidential election 
approaches, this truth about what 
people want will likely be obscured. 
You will hear racist dog whistle 
“law and order” messages from 
candidates, and the media will 
privilege the sensational and the 
shocking. It is hard to teach old 
dogs new tricks. But know this: our 
groundbreaking research shows 
that fearmongering messages 
are less effective, especially with 
young people and especially in 
communities of color that have 
borne the brunt of so-called tough-
on-crime policies that separate 
families, drain resources, and fail 
to deliver safety. Voters are looking 
for leaders to provide solutions 
that get tough on the root causes of 
crime and focus on accountability 

rather than harsh punishment. Vera 
is doing this work. Across the 
country, we are building programs 
and policies that support instead 
of punish; that prevent harm 
instead of react in its aftermath. I 
offer sincere thanks to Vera’s staff, 
partners, friends, and supporters 
who made the accomplishments 
of 2023 possible. You have helped 
keep families together, spare people 
from unnecessary punishment, and 
rebuild lives after incarceration. 
We have come far since the darkest 
days of mass incarceration, when a 
record 2.3 million people were held 
behind bars. 

Together, we can keep striving 
for freedom, justice, and a future 
bright with possibility for all 
communities. Thank you for joining 
us on our path there.

Nicholas Turner
President and Director

https://read.dukeupress.edu/demography/article/60/4/977/380376/A-Generational-Shift-Race-and-the-Declining
https://read.dukeupress.edu/demography/article/60/4/977/380376/A-Generational-Shift-Race-and-the-Declining
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/one-in-five-ending-racial-inequity-in-incarceration/
https://www.vera.org/publications/people-in-jail-and-prison-in-2020
https://www.vera.org/publications/people-in-jail-and-prison-in-2020
https://news.gallup.com/poll/404048/record-high-perceive-local-crime-increased.aspx
https://www.vera.org/news/fifty-years-ago-today-president-nixon-declared-the-war-on-drugs
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/1994-crime-bill-continues-undercut-justice-reform-heres-stop/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/1994-crime-bill-continues-undercut-justice-reform-heres-stop/
https://veraaction.org/resource/crime-impacts-elections/
https://veraaction.org/resource/crime-impacts-elections/
https://veraaction.org/resource/crime-impacts-elections/
https://veraaction.org/resource/crime-impacts-elections/
https://www.vera.org/publications/people-in-jail-and-prison-in-2020
https://www.vera.org/publications/people-in-jail-and-prison-in-2020
https://www.vera.org/publications/people-in-jail-and-prison-in-2020
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Jamie Gregrich had been out of prison for only three days when she enrolled in the Anchor 
Program, which provides support to students after incarceration as they complete their degrees 
with Shorter College, a historically Black junior college in Arkansas. She has since graduated 
with an associate’s degree in entrepreneurial studies and is now pursuing a bachelor's degree in 
social work from the University of Arkansas at Little Rock while she works as a reentry program 
specialist for Goodwill. Photo by Jenn Terrell.

Shrinking the Machinery of 
Mass Incarceration to Build 
True Public Safety
Decades of evidence show that so-called tough-on-crime 
policies devastate communities and don’t deliver safety. 
Yet, the United States still puts a greater percentage of its 
population behind bars than almost any other country. 
If mass incarceration prevented harm, the United States 
would be one of the safest nations in the world. Instead, we 
have higher rates of crime than several countries that arrest 
and incarcerate far fewer people. 

A growing number of people recognize that the path to true public 
safety is to prevent crime by investing in healthy communities, not by 
locking people up. The total U.S. incarcerated population, while still 
unconscionably high, has declined more than 20 percent from its peak in 
2008, when close to 2.3 million people were held behind bars. In 2023, 
Vera worked hard to build on this momentum by reforming, reducing, 
and remaking criminal legal and immigration systems that have harmed 
far too many. By shrinking the machinery of mass incarceration, we are 
freeing up resources for investments toward true public safety. 

https://www.prisonstudies.org/highest-to-lowest/prison_population_rate?field_region_taxonomy_tid=All
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/crime-rate-by-country
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/incarceration-rates-by-country
https://www.vera.org/publications/people-in-jail-and-prison-in-2022
https://www.vera.org/publications/people-in-jail-and-prison-in-2022
https://www.vera.org/publications/people-in-jail-and-prison-in-2020
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In the pages that follow, read about Vera's 
efforts in pursuit of the following goals:

Promoting safety by investing in communities. 

Too often, the United States has used police and prisons to deal with 
problems driven by economic instability, untreated mental illness, 
and substance use. True public safety comes from investments that 
build healthy communities, including jobs, health care, education, and 
first responders who are trained for specific community needs. Vera 
fights unjust policies that unnecessarily incarcerate while advocating 
for the direction of resources toward evidence-based solutions that 
aid rather than punish. 

Decreasing legal system contact through diversion. 

Harsh treatment and a default to incarceration go against the wishes 
of survivors of crime. A majority of crime survivors prefer that the 
criminal legal system focus on restoration over punishment; prioritize 
shorter sentences over long ones; and hold people accountable 
through alternatives to prison like drug and mental health treatment, 
community service, and restorative justice. 

❷

❶
Protecting the rights of immigrants facing deportation. 

Vera keeps families together and fights the criminalization of immigrants 
by advocating for attorneys for all people facing deportation, regardless of 
their ability to pay.  

Ensuring that people leave prison and jail with a fair chance to 
thrive. 

At least 95 percent of people in state prisons will one day be released, 
rejoin our communities, and shape our shared future. Vera works 
with corrections departments across the country to expand access 
to postsecondary education and build cultures that center humanity, 
accountability, and growth behind bars. By increasing education and 
personal growth opportunities in prisons, Vera is helping people 
develop their potential and break cycles of incarceration. Vera is also 
successfully advocating against discriminatory housing and financial 
policies that make it harder for people to fully rejoin their communities 
when they come home.  

❸

❹

https://perma.cc/3RYR-KLVN
https://www.vera.org/publications/how-can-district-attorneys-offices-use-restorative-justice
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/reentry.pdf
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Promoting 
Safety by 
Investing in 
Communities

Redefining Public Safety 
Governments across the country rely on policing as the primary public safety 
tool, despite centuries of examples illustrating its inadequacy and the harms 
it can cause. The overreliance on policing, coupled with underinvestment 
in public health and human services, particularly harms Black people and 
other communities of color. Vera’s Redefining Public Safety initiative focuses 
on new approaches to keeping our communities safe by increasing crisis 
response alternatives and government investments in violence prevention 
and neighborhood safety while narrowing the role and scope of policing. 
Through research, evidence-based policy recommendations, and real-world 
collaborations with local governments, Vera helps communities redefine 
public safety by finding alternatives to policing that truly keep us safe while 
helping to end racial injustice. 

In 2023, Redefining Public Safety advanced these goals by:

Helping New Orleans partners launch the Mobile Crisis 
Intervention Unit (MCIU). 

In June, New Orleans began dispatching specialized civilian responders—
instead of police—to mental health calls. These responders, known as the 
Mobile Crisis Intervention Unit, ensure that people who call 911 during a 
mental health crisis receive care tailored to the situation, rather than a law 
enforcement response. That makes sense: law enforcement is often not 
trained to respond safely and effectively to mental health crises, and police 
responses can even make situations more dangerous. Since its formation, 
the MCIU has responded to more than 1,000 calls and has been touted by 
local law enforcement as a significant aid in reducing officer burden for 
on-scene response. Vera’s Redefining Public Safety initiative plans to uplift 
and advance these contributions nationally so that communities across 
the country can similarly implement equitable and sustainable public 
safety strategies. 

https://www.wwltv.com/article/news/local/orleans/new-mental-health-dispatch-unit-launching-in-orleans-parish/289-243e4401-2e8f-475c-a402-0f0d6c61ee3f
https://www.vera.org/the-people-responding-to-911-calls-instead-of-police
https://www.vera.org/the-people-responding-to-911-calls-instead-of-police
https://www.vera.org/publications/investing-in-evidence-based-alternatives-to-policing
https://twitter.com/nolahealthdept/status/1716507652904063258
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Promoting Offices of Violence Prevention and Neighborhood 
Safety. 

Offices of Violence Prevention and Neighborhood Safety (Offices) are 
community-centered, government-funded hubs that seek to prevent 
violence, rather than simply respond after harm is done. In November 
2023, Redefining Public Safety published Coordinating Safety: Building 
and Sustaining Offices of Violence Prevention and Neighborhood Safety, a 
report that synthesizes feedback from more than 40 Offices stakeholders, 
including Offices leaders and staff, community advocates, and national 
technical assistance providers, and offers recommendations to 
policymakers, Offices leadership, and community advocates for how to 
build and sustain Offices.

Vera’s Redefining Public Safety initiative focuses on new approaches to keeping our communities 
safe by increasing crisis response alternatives and government investments in violence prevention 
and neighborhood safety while narrowing the role and scope of policing. Photo by Shoun Hill.

Vera California
Despite its progressive reputation, California incarcerates more people than 
every state but Texas. Its prisons have required federal intervention and its 
jails are notoriously deadly, with people in Los Angeles County jails dying at 
a rate of nearly one person per week. Vera California has successfully reduced 
the scope of these systems through its advocacy, exposing fewer people 
to California’s deadly carceral practices while training its research lens on 
understanding how exactly these systems are broken—and how to fix them. 

In the past year, Vera California has done this by:

Taking a huge step toward ending money bail in Los Angeles. 

Vera California was an important part of the advocacy coalition that 
won key money bail reforms in Los Angeles County last year by using 
its national bail expertise, understanding of the Los Angeles pretrial 
landscape, and data skills to help shape advocacy strategy. Thanks to the 
work of Vera and its partners, in July 2023 a judge ruled that a person’s 
freedom should not be decided by the size of their bank account. That 
ruling went into effect in October 2023. Once the policy change was 
implemented, Vera spearheaded efforts to counter misinformation and 
fearmongering, helping to shape messaging, draft opinion pieces and 
talking points for allies, and act as a resource for media covering the issue.

Increasing engagement with Spanish speakers to build a 
multiracial coalition to fight mass incarceration. 

Vera is deeply engaged with organizing partners throughout California, 
particularly in Los Angeles. As part of that work, we have prioritized 
deepening ties with monolingual Spanish speakers in Los Angeles, 
recognizing that the Latino population is overrepresented in the legal 
system. Vera California has worked extensively with organizations like 
Gente Organizada, TransLatin@ Coalition, and Dignity and Power Now 
to do grassroots organizing in these communities, while also making 

https://www.vera.org/publications/coordinating-safety
https://www.vera.org/publications/coordinating-safety
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23233477/#:~:text=The%20Supreme%20Court%20held%20that,by%20an%20estimated%2046%2C000%20inmates.
https://www.vera.org/news/45-people-have-died-in-la-county-jails-this-year
https://vera-advocacy-and-partnerships.s3.amazonaws.com/Money%20Bail%20and%20the%20Los%20Angeles%20County%20Jail%20System%20-%20Vera%20Summary%20for%20JPRC%20-%2010.10.2022.pdf
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2023-07-18/l-a-county-courts-to-severely-limit-use-of-cash-bail
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resources like the first-of-its-kind Los 
Angeles data dashboard on jail populations 
available in Spanish.

Publishing groundbreaking research 
on incarceration trends. 

This spring, Vera published California: The 
State of Incarceration, which puts the state’s 
carceral practices under a microscope and 
unpacks the strain California’s incarceration 
policies place on the people and budgets of 
each of the state’s 58 counties. The data hub 
allows lawmakers and community members 
to see the granular impact of jail and prison 
practices both on their local counties and on 
the state as a whole. Since its launch, Vera 
has worked to get the tool into the hands 
of policymakers directly, which included 
hosting a launch event that brought an 
assembly member, advocacy organizations, 
and a representative from the Office of the 
State Public Defender together to discuss 
its findings. Vera California previously 
published data analysis on the bail amounts 
set in Los Angeles County, which are 
astronomical—including when compared 
to other large, urban jurisdictions and have 
disparate racial impacts. It also surveyed 
service providers who offer alternatives to 
incarceration in Los Angeles County. Vera 
California used the responses to make policy 
recommendations for how the county can 
provide resources to these service providers 
to meet its stated commitment to a “care 
first, jail as a last resort” policy. 

In 2023, 45 people died in Los Angeles County’s Men’s Central Jail. 
Vera California is part of a coalition demanding that the county 

follow through on its commitment to close the deadly facility 
and has worked to build sustainable and effective alternatives to 

incarceration in its place. Photo by Keith Birmingham/MediaNews 
Group/Pasadena Star-News via Getty Images.

https://www.vera.org/care-first-la-tracking-jail-decarceration
https://www.vera.org/california-state-of-incarceration/
https://www.vera.org/california-state-of-incarceration/
https://vera-advocacy-and-partnerships.s3.amazonaws.com/Money%20Bail%20and%20the%20Los%20Angeles%20County%20Jail%20System%20-%20Vera%20Summary%20for%20JPRC%20-%2010.10.2022.pdf
https://vera-advocacy-and-partnerships.s3.amazonaws.com/Money%20Bail%20and%20the%20Los%20Angeles%20County%20Jail%20System%20-%20Vera%20Summary%20for%20JPRC%20-%2010.10.2022.pdf
https://www.vera.org/publications/investing-in-supportive-pretrial-services-how-to-build-a-care-first-workforce-in-los-angeles-county
https://www.vera.org/publications/investing-in-supportive-pretrial-services-how-to-build-a-care-first-workforce-in-los-angeles-county
https://ceo.lacounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/1077045_AlternativestoIncarcerationWorkGroupFinalReport.pdf
https://ceo.lacounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/1077045_AlternativestoIncarcerationWorkGroupFinalReport.pdf
https://ceo.lacounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/1077045_AlternativestoIncarcerationWorkGroupFinalReport.pdf
https://ceo.lacounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/1077045_AlternativestoIncarcerationWorkGroupFinalReport.pdf
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Vera Louisiana
For decades, Louisiana had 
the highest imprisonment rate in 
the country and one of the highest 
in the world, earning it the title of 
“the world’s prison capital.” Vera 
Louisiana is working to change that, 
reducing racial disparities in jail 
populations and funding programs 
that address the root causes of 
violent crime. 

Photo by Gerald Herbert.

https://www.npr.org/2012/06/05/154352977/how-louisiana-became-the-worlds-prison-capital
https://www.nola.com/news/crime_police/louisiana-is-the-worlds-prison-capital/article_8feef59a-1196-5988-9128-1e8e7c9aefda.html
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This year, Vera Louisiana has done this by:

Supporting the launch of Louisiana’s first ever mobile crisis 
intervention unit. 

Vera Louisiana, in partnership with Redefining Public Safety, supported 
the launch of New Orleans Mobile Crisis Unit. In place of police, this unit 
sends specialized civilian responders to answer mental health calls. These 
responders are specially trained to aid people experiencing mental health 
crises, unlike police who often lack training to safely respond to mental 
health calls. In too many cases, police responses to mental health crises 
have made situations more dangerous. Vera Louisiana supported MCIU’s 
implementation and is working with the New Orleans Health Department 
to form a Community Advisory Board that is gathering feedback on 
MCIU’s impact. The Community Advisory Board will continue to 
improve MCIU and ensure New Orleans has an effective response to 
community mental health needs.

Mapping incarceration parish by parish. 

In April, Vera released Louisiana Locked Up: A Problem in Every 
Parish, a data hub that maps the state’s incarceration trends in granular 
detail. The tool shows that not only is the state jailing people who are 
presumed innocent at a rate twice the national average but that its mass 
incarceration problem is not confined to any corner of the state. In fact, 
Louisiana’s prison admission and pretrial incarceration rates are greater 
than the national average in nearly every parish and more than twice the 
national average in most of them. Moreover, the data hub places mass 
incarceration in historical context. Users can compare today’s carceral 
footprint to the 1853 plantation footprint and study the geographical 
overlap, laying bare the ongoing legacy of slavery. “The state’s largest 
jails and prisons are situated squarely on the same land where Black 
people were enslaved to sustain the state’s agricultural industry,” the hub 
explains. “These facilities now use the forced labor of incarcerated people 
(who are disproportionally Black) to sustain the ‘corrections’ industry.” 

“The Louisiana Department of Public Safety & 
Corrections pays local jails $177 million annually to hold 
more than half the people who have been sentenced 
to prison. But the people of Louisiana are losing. If 
incarceration created safety, Louisiana would be among 
the safest places in the world. Instead, making Louisiana 
a safer place requires scaling back its vast incarceration 
system and reallocating funds to the things that actually 
make communities safe: jobs, housing, health care, good 
schools, and infrastructure.”

Louisiana Locked Up: A Problem in Every Parish

Vera released Louisiana Locked Up during the state’s legislative session 
and used the findings to advocate for essential reforms to reduce the 
state’s swollen jail and prison population—and fight against efforts to 
expand it further still.  

Leading the Big Easy Budget Coalition to successfully advocate 
for $41 million in American Rescue Plan Act and general budget 
funds for its priorities. 

The Big Easy Budget Coalition advocates for investment in solutions that 
address the root causes of violence, including systemic disinvestment, 
poverty, lack of economic opportunity, marginalization, and isolation. 
These investments include youth services, food programs, community 
violence interrupters, and affordable housing.  

https://www.vera.org/publications/investing-in-evidence-based-alternatives-to-policing
https://www.vera.org/louisiana-locked-up/
https://www.vera.org/louisiana-locked-up/
https://www.vera.org/news/new-data-hubs-show-local-impact-of-mass-incarceration-in-california-and-louisiana
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://house.louisiana.gov/housefiscal/DOCS_APP_BDGT_MEETINGS/DOCS_APPBudgetMeetings2022/FY%2023%20Corrections.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/a-new-community-safety-blueprint-how-the-federal-government-can-address-violence-and-harm-through-a-public-health-approach/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/a-new-community-safety-blueprint-how-the-federal-government-can-address-violence-and-harm-through-a-public-health-approach/
https://www.vera.org/louisiana-locked-up/
https://www.vera.org/news/why-are-louisiana-legislators-trying-to-incarcerate-more-people
https://nola.gov/arpa/#:~:text=Priority%20Project%20Appropriations&text=The%20City%20has%20appropriated%20%24194,recovery%20for%20all%20New%20Orleanians.
https://bigeasydeal.org/press-release
https://bigeasydeal.org/press-release
https://nola.gov/nola/media/Mayor-s-Office/Budget/2024/2024-OperatingBudget-Final.pdf
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Greater Justice New York
While “law and order” proponents have relentlessly weaponized tragic incidents 
of crime and violence to stoke fears and advance false narratives about public 
safety, Vera’s Greater Justice New York (GJNY) team has worked tirelessly to 
insist on the truth: the status quo of mass incarceration does not keep our 
communities safe. 

GJNY delivered that message this year while working to: 

Protect bail reform and expand pretrial services. 

In 2019, New York passed historic bail reforms that have helped keep New 
York communities safe while reducing the number of people held waiting 
for their day in court in often-deadly jails. All told, the laws have saved New 
Yorkers $104 million in bail money, returned more than 24,000 people to their 
homes before their day in court, and prevented 1.9 million nights in jail.

Despite its success in building a safer and more just New York, bail reform 
has been under attack from the moment it passed. In 2023, GJNY worked 
to successfully protect bail reform against continued efforts to undermine 
it. It also continued a four-year research project to understand the impact 
of bail reform on incarceration statewide and how bail works outside of 
New York City. The project will provide both policymakers and the general 
public with a more nuanced understanding of how these reforms and their 
implementation are working.

GJNY also worked to advocate for a $50 million expansion of pretrial 
services, which data shows can be an effective way of delivering community 
safety and supporting people who are released pending trial, including low 
rates of re-arrest and high rates of court appearance. To support this work, 
GJNY began a one-year project to compare system-involved New Yorkers’ 
experiences with probation-run pretrial supervision versus community-
based pretrial services. A properly funded, robust, community-based 
pretrial services system will support New Yorkers released pending trial, 
assure they stay safe in the community and return to court, and connect 
them to services they need to thrive in their communities. 

Chaplain Dr. Victoria A Phillips, co-chair of the New York City Department of Correction Young 
Adult Task Force, during a rally in support of incarcerated people hunger striking to protest 
conditions on Rikers Island. Photo by Mary Altaffer via AP Photo.

Shift the narrative around public safety. 

This year, elected leaders have scored cheap political points and 
spread misinformation instead of doing the serious work of investing in 
ways to prevent crime before it happens. Vera spent the year fighting that 
misinformation, delivering factual, well-researched insight into what actually 
builds public safety to policymakers, the press, and the public. That work 
included reports on how much the state spends on its jails and prisons as well 
as the impact of bail reform. It also included extensive outreach to local and 
national media, with a focus on journalists covering public safety. To reach our 
neighbors across the state, GJNY facilitated or participated in 15 public forums 
around public safety, offering community members, advocacy partners, and 
local leaders an opportunity to discuss the support their communities actually 
need. The team also coordinated with organizers across the state to deeply 
engage elected officials at the city and state levels to discuss the facts around 
crime and shape policies into effective solutions.

https://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/ny-oped-dont-undermine-new-york-states-reform-of-bail-20230413-m4oeqm7ijneqxdblvgfliom7ju-story.html
https://www.vera.org/news/nyc-jail-deaths-2022
https://www.fwd.us/news/new-york-bail-reform-success-story/
https://www.fwd.us/news/new-york-bail-reform-success-story/
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/Supervised_Release_Final_Report_ES.pdf
https://www.cnn.com/2021/07/07/politics/bail-reform-violent-crime-fact-check/index.html
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Bilal Malik is a VOCAL-NY leader whose relative has been held on Rikers Island. Photo by 
Reece T. Williams.

Close Rikers Island. 

Twenty-eight people died on Rikers Island in 2022 and 2023. GJNY has 
worked extensively to put an end to the ongoing humanitarian crisis on 
Rikers, including meeting with City Council members to advance concrete 
steps the city can take to fulfill its commitment to close the deadly jail by 
2027. GJNY supports Vera’s President Nick Turner in his role in a revamped 
Independent Rikers Commission, reconstituted by New York City Council 
Speaker Adrienne Adams, to lay out a fresh blueprint of proven policies to 
ensure closure of Rikers Island under existing New York City law. Because 
the transition to a borough-based jail system will reduce the need for 
corrections officers, GJNY has also interviewed corrections officers and 
workforce development experts to understand how best to facilitate career 
transitions for New York City corrections officers, many of whom come 
from the communities most impacted by mass incarceration. Doing so will 
diversify New York City’s workforce, increase equity for the New Yorkers of 
color who feel that corrections is their only career option, and reduce both 
jail overstaffing and overspending. 

There is no running water in the bathroom. You have three or 
four [people] using the shower area as a housing unit. It is 
a shame that people have to sit in their cells with no running 
water. They have to use plastic bags to relieve themselves    
. . .  I have been going to a lot of protests to close the facility 
down. It is not fair to have people locked up how they are.”

Bilal Malik
VOCAL-NY Leader

“

https://www.vera.org/news/28-people-have-died-in-new-york-city-jails-since-the-start-of-last-year
https://www.vera.org/news/sign-veras-petition-to-end-the-horrors-at-rikers-island
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Decreasing 
Legal System 
Contact through 
Diversion

Reshaping Prosecution 
The most effective prosecutors know that they cannot deliver public safety 
through crowded jails and increased prosecutions in overburdened courts. 
They are using their discretion to build more just and effective solutions like 
community-based diversion programs that address underlying drivers of 
crime and have been shown to increase community safety. Vera’s Reshaping 
Prosecution initiative supports their work, partnering with offices across the 
country to reduce the number of people who enter the criminal legal system and 
build evidence that doing so is a better path to safety. This work helps to address 
racial disparities and increases prosecutors’ accountability to communities most 
impacted by mass incarceration.

In 2023 Reshaping Prosecution helped prosecutor offices:

Reduce low-level traffic stops. 

In 2021, Reshaping Prosecution helped District Attorney John Choi of 
Ramsey County, Minnesota, develop and launch a policy to reduce the 
harms of low-level traffic stops for minor violations that have nothing 
to do with keeping roads safe. These traffic stops fail to improve public 
safety and exacerbate racial disparities in traffic enforcement—in fact, just 
0.3 percent of the 20 million traffic stops every year lead to an arrest for 
contraband. This past year, Choi’s office released data on the impact of 
two years of the new policy, which showed it to be a definitive success. 
Traffic stops not related to public safety fell 86 percent, with Black drivers 
experiencing the largest decrease in stops and related searches.

The data also showed that the new policy did not impact public safety. 
While Choi worked with several police departments in Ramsey County 
to implement his changes, not all local departments cooperated. The 
jurisdictions that did not implement change saw a greater increase in 
violent crime than jurisdictions that implemented Choi’s policy. “This 
independent research shows we not only greatly reduced the unequal 
treatment of many in our community due to these stops, but also that 

https://www.vera.org/news/diversion-programs-are-a-smart-sustainable-investment-in-public-safety
https://books.google.com/books?id=jPpTDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA16&lpg=PA16&dq=%E2%80%9CWhereas+3+percent+of+traffic+stops+lead+to+a+search,+only+about+one-third+of+those+searches+lead+to+contraband.+Further,+only+about+half+of+those+contraband+hits+lead+to+arrest,+which+is+not+surprising+because+when+we+look+at+the+amounts+of+contraband+found,+it+is+typically+that+associated+with+a+user,+not+a+distributor,+of+the+item+in+question.%E2%80%9D&source=bl&ots=TU0sqy6v91&sig=ACfU3U1MxKroEWOUZkedd8QfP9T9Dh_cLQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjFsYDBhf39AhVWhIkEHbuiBOIQ6AF6BAgJEAM#v=onepage&q=%E2%80%9CWhereas%203%20percent%20of%20traffic%20stops%20lead%20to%20a%20search%2C%20only%20about%20one-third%20of%20those%20searches%20lead%20to%20contraband.%20Further%2C%20only%20about%20half%20of%20those%20contraband%20hits%20lead%20to%20arrest%2C%20which%20is%20not%20surprising%20because%20when%20we%20look%20at%20the%20amounts%20of%20contraband%20found%2C%20it%20is%20typically%20that%20associated%20with%20a%20user%2C%20not%20a%20distributor%2C%20of%20the%20item%20in%20question.%E2%80%9D&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=jPpTDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA16&lpg=PA16&dq=%E2%80%9CWhereas+3+percent+of+traffic+stops+lead+to+a+search,+only+about+one-third+of+those+searches+lead+to+contraband.+Further,+only+about+half+of+those+contraband+hits+lead+to+arrest,+which+is+not+surprising+because+when+we+look+at+the+amounts+of+contraband+found,+it+is+typically+that+associated+with+a+user,+not+a+distributor,+of+the+item+in+question.%E2%80%9D&source=bl&ots=TU0sqy6v91&sig=ACfU3U1MxKroEWOUZkedd8QfP9T9Dh_cLQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjFsYDBhf39AhVWhIkEHbuiBOIQ6AF6BAgJEAM#v=onepage&q=%E2%80%9CWhereas%203%20percent%20of%20traffic%20stops%20lead%20to%20a%20search%2C%20only%20about%20one-third%20of%20those%20searches%20lead%20to%20contraband.%20Further%2C%20only%20about%20half%20of%20those%20contraband%20hits%20lead%20to%20arrest%2C%20which%20is%20not%20surprising%20because%20when%20we%20look%20at%20the%20amounts%20of%20contraband%20found%2C%20it%20is%20typically%20that%20associated%20with%20a%20user%2C%20not%20a%20distributor%2C%20of%20the%20item%20in%20question.%E2%80%9D&f=false
https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/County%20Attorney/RCAO%20Press%20Release%206.7.23.pdf
https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/County%20Attorney/Justice%20Innovation%20Lab%20Summary%20Page.pdf
https://knowledgehub.justiceinnovationlab.org/reports/traffic-stop-policy-ramsey-county
https://knowledgehub.justiceinnovationlab.org/reports/traffic-stop-policy-ramsey-county
https://knowledgehub.justiceinnovationlab.org/reports/traffic-stop-policy-ramsey-county
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law enforcement has been able to move scarce resources to more serious 
issues,” said Choi.

There’s no evidence here that spending enormous amounts of public 
resources on low-level traffic stops builds safety, but plenty of evidence 
does show that it exacerbates racial disparities. Vera’s work with Ramsey 
County has illustrated a different way to build safe communities.

Build new diversion programs. 

In 2023, Reshaping Prosecution forged new long-term partnerships 
with prosecutor offices across the country to build diversion programs 
with community-based organizations. Diversion programs act as exit 
ramps, minimizing people’s exposure to the criminal legal system by 
offering an alternative to prosecution and incarceration. These programs 
target root problems and have been effective in building sustainable 
public safety. Reshaping Prosecution’s new partners in Indiana, Hawaì i, 
Minnesota, Texas, Virginia, and Vermont are working with Vera to build 
diversion programs that expand access to marginalized communities. 
They do so in two ways: not charging mandatory fines and fees, and 
not prohibiting people from diversion opportunities due to prior legal 
system involvement. 

Defend discretion from antidemocratic attacks. 

One of the basic tools reform-minded prosecutors use is discretion, or the 
ability of elected prosecutors to decide how to allocate their resources in 
the interest of their community. In order to deliver both safety and justice, 
they use their discretion to set office policy, decide what cases to charge 
and how to charge those cases, and when to use other tools beyond 
prosecution to address a problem.

In Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, and Texas, so-called "tough-on-crime" 
legislators have spent the past year attempting to restrict local prosecutors 
from exercising their discretion to adopt evidence-based reforms that 
increase public safety. Much proposed legislation has centered around 

prosecutors who have made clear they will not prosecute people 
who seek abortions. Since 2017, 17 states have tried to pass bills that 
undermine prosecutorial reforms designed to curb some of the injustices 
of the criminal legal system. Some of these bills would allow state 
officials to remove democratically elected local officials, severing the 
connection between the will of local communities and their elected 
prosecutors. Reshaping Prosecution worked closely with its partners in 
2023 to push back against these attempts to undermine efforts to reform 
the criminal legal system.

Reshaping Prosecution has worked with Ramsey County, Minnesota, District Attorney John Choi 
(center) to develop and launch a policy to reduce the harms of low-level traffic stops for minor 
violations that have nothing to do with keeping roads safe. Photo by Steve Karnowski via AP Photo.

https://www.justiceinnovationlab.org/news-and-updates/ramsey-county-reports-on-traffic-stop-policy-2023-0607
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/251665.pdf
http://users.soc.umn.edu/~uggen/Wilson_CJB_13.pdf
https://theintercept.com/2023/03/03/reform-prosecutors-state-legistatures/
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STOPS Project 
Vera’s STOPS (Sensible Traffic Ordinances for Public Safety) project helps 
jurisdictions across the country to end traffic stops for non-safety-related 
infractions such as a broken taillight, an expired registration, or a dangling air 
freshener. Evidence shows that these stops are not necessary for public safety 
and instead can create demonstrable physical, psychological, and economic 
harm. Eliminating non-safety-related stops can improve road safety as well as 
reduce racial disparities in who is being stopped. 

In 2023, the STOPS project helped several jurisdictions to end categories of 
non-safety-related stops: 

Memphis, Tennessee, eliminated stops via local ordinance for violations 
of Memphis’s traffic code, including driving with a single taillight or 
headlight and expired registration of less than 60 days. 

Ann Arbor, Michigan, removed several state vehicle law offenses from 
being the basis of a police traffic stop, also through a local ordinance.

Shaker Heights, Ohio, passed a resolution directing police officers to 
concentrate their traffic enforcement on hazardous driving, defined as 
speeding, driving while intoxicated, distracted driving, and stop sign/red 
light violations.

The Alliance, Nebraska, police chief instituted an informal departmental 
policy prohibiting stops for equipment violations.

Seattle, Washington’s police department formalized a policy prohibiting 
stops for expired or improperly displayed license tabs, rear window 
obstructions, or cracked windshields. 

The STOPS project also worked on campaigns to end non-safety-related traffic 
stops statewide in California, Connecticut, and Washington state. In 2024, 
these statewide campaigns will continue, as well as advocacy in cities and 
counties across the country.

Photo by Paul Lewis Anderson.

https://www.cnn.com/2023/04/12/us/memphis-pretext-stops-tyre-nichols/index.html#:~:text=The%20measure%20passed%20in%20Memphis,will%20no%20longer%20be%20allowed
https://www.clickondetroit.com/all-about-ann-arbor/2023/07/10/ann-arbor-adopts-policy-limiting-reasons-for-police-traffic-stops/#:~:text=Ordinance%20is%20first%20of%20its%20kind%20in%20Michigan&text=ANN%20ARBOR%20%E2%80%93%20Police%20in%20Tree,of%20police%20to%20stop%20drivers
https://www.wkyc.com/article/news/local/cuyahoga-county/shaker-heights-agreement-police-reform-community-group-proposed-charter-amendment/95-3bb3214d-19d3-40fc-8d7e-4f2cd670bb08
https://public.powerdms.com/Sea4550/tree/documents/2570427
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Beyond Jails 
Vera’s Beyond Jails initiative aims to reduce jail populations and end the 
nation’s dependence on jails to solve community problems. This practice 
has driven mass incarceration and disproportionately harmed people with 
mental health or substance use conditions, people who are unhoused, and 
communities of color—while failing to deliver safety. 

In 2023, Beyond Jails fought to decrease the use of jails by: 

Launching local partnerships in three states, covering 10 
counties. 

In 2023, Beyond Jails launched nine partnerships with community-based 
organizations and a local government agency to cocreate county-level 
strategies to reduce jail incarceration. These collaborations span Kentucky, 
Pennsylvania, and Texas and include supporting efforts to form a 
public defender office, pushing for changes in bail-setting practices, 
and advocating against a significant jail build, among others. All of the 
partnerships were selected due to their potential to contribute to practical 
and substantive changes within these regions, while also serving as a 
model for transformative justice practices on a broader scale. 

“When members of the public believe their law enforcement 
organizations represent them, understand them, and respond 
to them, and when communities perceive authorities as 
fair, legitimate, and accountable, it deepens trust in law 
enforcement. This trust is essential to defusing tension, 
solving crimes, and creating a system in which residents view 
law enforcement as both fair and just.”

Brian Bierdeman 
Maplewood Public Safety Director, Ramsey County, Minnesota

Advocating for affordable bail. 

Vera opposes the use of money bail because it criminalizes poverty. For 
jurisdictions that continue to use money bail, it is important to ensure 
that people can afford the amounts of bail that are set. In 2023, Beyond 
Jails trained judges, court staff, media personnel, and other stakeholders 
in the use of Vera’s Ability to Pay Calculator, which has been adopted by 
the county government of Shelby County, Tennessee. This calculator helps 
courts determine a person’s individualized ability to pay bail without undue 
hardship. It is based on two underlying principles: poverty should not 
result in pretrial jailing simply because someone cannot afford to pay bail 
and, in cases in which bail is paid, a person should have the capacity to do 
so without having to forgo paying for rent, groceries, child care, or other 
necessary expenses. 

Introducing a major pretrial justice legislative proposal in 
Michigan. 

In Michigan, 38 percent of people with money bail set at or below 
$2,500 remained in jail until the resolution of their cases, meaning they 
were likely unable to pay even the $250 required to obtain a surety 
bond (underwritten by a bail bond agent that requires the person pay 
10 percent of the full bail amount). In early 2023, Vera introduced an 
eight-bill legislative package to expand pretrial justice, reduce wealth-
based detention, and promote public safety in Michigan. Under the 
proposed legislation, judges may not set money bail for certain low-
level, nonviolent offenses. In cases where money bail is still permitted, 
judges may only do so when there is clear and convincing evidence that 
the person poses a risk of harm to another person or the community at 
large, or there is a risk that the person will abscond.

Killing two regressive pieces of bail legislation in Texas. 

When two broad proposals to expand pretrial detention arrived in the 
Texas legislature, Vera capitalized on relationships built with legislators and 
provided research and suggestions to mitigate the harm of the proposed 

https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/County%20Attorney/RCAO%20Press%20Release%206.7.23.pdf
https://www.courts.michigan.gov/48e562/siteassets/committees,-boards-special-initiatves/jails/jails-task-force-final-report-and-recommendations.pdf
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bills. Vera submitted official testimony to the Texas Senate, met with 
Texas House lawmakers to push for significant changes, testified in House 
committee hearings, and consulted with advisors for the Speaker of the 
House. As a result of effective advocacy from Vera and partners, both pieces 
of legislation died on the House floor during the final day of the session. 

Myles Martin was held in a Texas jail for 30 months because he could not afford bail. Photo 
courtesy of Myles Martin.

“Imagine being kidnapped and taken away from your family. 
Imagine losing years with your children. Imagine losing your 
godfather and not being able to attend his funeral or console 
his sister (your mother). Imagine losing your apartment, your 
job, your vehicle, and a large number of friends. Imagine being 
told that you are an ‘inmate,’ and that you have no rights. 
Fortunately, most people only have to imagine those things. 
Unfortunately, it was my reality. I lost six months shy of 
three years of my life, all of which I will never get back. The 
biggest loss was my relationship with my now eight-year-old 
son and five-year-old daughter. You cannot rewind time 
and repair the damage that has been done. There is no 
making up for the time lost with my children. The limits that 
incarceration puts on you are so hard to bear.”

Myles MartinMyles Martin
Author, Poet, Artist, and Activist

https://www.vera.org/news/i-lost-my-job-apartment-vehicle-and-time-with-my-kids-due-to-unjust-pretrial-detention
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Sentencing Reform 
Vera’s Sentencing Reform project takes on excessive 
sentences fueled by “tough-on-crime” rhetoric. Decades of 
research shows that long sentences do not deter crime and 
that the United States overestimates when incarceration is 
needed for public safety. Moreover, this approach actively 
causes harm by taking away the liberty of hundreds of 
thousands of people—particularly Black and Latino men. 
Harsh sentences also fail to repair the damage done to crime 
survivors, who are expected to be satisfied by a prison 
sentence and little else to address their harm.

The project advocates for new sentencing laws built 
around guiding principles: privileging liberty, building 
safety, and repairing harm to victims. Examples of such 
reforms include ending mandatory minimums, increasing 
access to community-based sentences, and striking down 
three-strikes laws. 

In 2023, the project:

Issued a groundbreaking report, A New 
Paradigm for Sentencing in the United States. 

The report summarizes the evidence surrounding 
sentencing’s impact on safety, offers new guiding 
principles for sentencing legislation that privilege liberty, 
outlines seven key sentencing reforms in line with 
these guiding principles, and suggests a “North Star” for 
sentencing policy with a presumption toward community-
based sentences except in limited circumstances. The 
report has been disseminated to policymakers, academics, 
and advocates across the country.

Worked to build a site selection process for 
advocacy efforts for two new states. 

Vera's groundbreaking report summarizes the evidence 
surrounding sentencing’s impact on safety, offers new 

guiding principles, outlines seven key sentencing reforms, 
and suggests a “North Star” for sentencing policy.         

Photo by Joseph Rodriguez/Redux.

https://www.vera.org/publications/a-new-paradigm-for-sentencing-in-the-united-states#:~:text=Key%20Takeaway,is%20needed%20for%20public%20safety
https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/Vera-Sentencing-Report-2023.pdf
https://www.vera.org/publications/a-new-paradigm-for-sentencing-in-the-united-states
https://www.vera.org/publications/a-new-paradigm-for-sentencing-in-the-united-states
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Girls and gender expansive 
youth experiencing trafficking, 
homelessness, and other crises 
don’t need a locked facility—they 
need meaningful supports, 
programming, and economic 
stability, along with places where 
they can feel safe and heard and 
can build relationships. Photo by 
FG Trade.

Ending Girls’ 
Incarceration
Vera’s Ending Girls’ Incarceration 
(EGI) initiative aims to zero out the 
incarceration of girls and gender 
expansive youth in the country’s 
juvenile legal system. This means 
promoting prevention and diversion 
services that prioritize freedom and 
enable young people to stay in their 
communities where they belong. 
EGI is working to decriminalize 
nonviolent offenses such as running 
away and to prohibit incarceration as 
a strategy to protect a young person’s 
safety or address their needs. 
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In 2023, EGI made progress by: 

Expanding work in California. 

EGI is building upon its work in California by expanding beyond 
Santa Clara County. In April 2023, in partnership with the California 
Office of Youth and Community Restoration (OYCR), EGI launched 
the Ending Girls’ Incarceration in California Action Network. Four 
counties have been selected for assistance as part of the first cohort: 
Imperial, Los Angeles, Sacramento, and San Diego. The state has 
invested $5 million to encourage counties to implement reforms and 
fund diversion programming. Along with funding from OYCR, each 
county will receive technical assistance from Vera as it implements 
solutions to end girls’ incarceration.

Zeroing out the population of Hawai`i’s girls’ facility. 

Girls experiencing trafficking, homelessness, and other crises don’t 
need a locked facility—or the threat of a locked facility. What they 
need is connection to meaningful supports, programming, and 
economic stability, along with places where they can feel safe and 
heard and can build relationships. Since 2018 EGI has worked to end 
the incarceration of girls and gender expansive youth in the state. In 
July 2022, for the first time ever, Hawaì i held no girls in the Hawaii 
Youth Correctional Facility (HYCF), its only long-term juvenile 
placement facility. EGI is working with HYCF, the Office of Youth 
Services, and the Pū’ā Foundation to build on this milestone. Instead 
of punishing girls and gender expansive youth for the harm and 
discrimination they experience, Hawaì i is investing in transformative 
solutions that promote their well-being.

Developing a model for community-based organizations to 
provide housing. 

Too often, girls and gender expansive youth end up in carceral 
settings because their home life is unsafe. In May 2023, Santa Clara 

“Ending incarceration doesn’t mean we completely 
eliminate consequences—but it is about fundamentally 
changing our mindset from a punitive approach to a 
healing approach. So many girls were sent to me for 
their own ‘safety,’ and I kept saying the correctional 
facility is not designed with their safety in mind. We 
need to be asking what girls need to be safe and 
investing in that.”

Mark Patterson

Administrator of the Hawaii Youth Correctional Facility

County released a request for proposals and will select community-based 
organizations to provide housing resources designed to prevent girls 
and gender expansive youth from entering detention because of a lack of 
housing. Vera codeveloped the model with the county and will serve on 
the evaluation committee that selects programs.

https://www.vera.org/news/how-one-california-county-is-ending-girls-incarceration
https://www.chhs.ca.gov/blog/2023/01/18/calhhs-office-of-youth-and-community-restoration-and-vera-institute-of-justice-launch-partnership/
https://www.chhs.ca.gov/blog/2023/01/18/calhhs-office-of-youth-and-community-restoration-and-vera-institute-of-justice-launch-partnership/
https://www.vera.org/news/hawai-i-is-so-close-to-ending-the-incarceration-of-young-girls
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Fines and Fees 
Across the United States, laws require people to pay fines and fees for various 
nonviolent offenses and other points of contact with the criminal legal 
system. In a country where more than one-fifth of adults have no emergency 
savings, these payments are often impossible. People can be ticketed for minor 
infractions like traffic violations or even jaywalking. Additionally, many 
jurisdictions also charge fees to cover a range of administrative costs, which are 
not necessarily related to the underlying offense. If these debt obligations are not 
paid, people can be arrested and even incarcerated. The burden of these fines and 
fees is felt in particular by people living in poverty and can further trap them in 
cycles of incarceration. 

Vera’s Fines and Fees initiative is working to end exploitive criminal legal system 
fines and fees and saw major victories in two states: 

New Mexico. 

In 2023, Governor Michelle Lujan Grisham signed a bill into law that 
eliminates nearly all post-adjudication fees for adults in the state’s criminal 
courts. Vera played a critical role in this bill’s passage, meeting with legislators, 
providing feedback on the bill’s fiscal impact report, and consulting on other 
economic impact evaluations that shaped discussion about the bill and likely 
influenced lawmakers’ decisions to vote in favor of its passage.

Washington. 

In 2023, Governor Jay Inslee signed a bill into law that requires courts to 
waive all conviction fees for anyone who meets the indigency standard. 
This bill uses an expanded definition of indigency, created through 
previous legislation on which Vera consulted, that applies to people who 
are unhoused or who have mental health conditions or recurring basic 
living costs that render them without the ability to pay. Vera collaborated 
with partners at the Washington State Budget and Policy Center to develop 
methodology for a cost analysis of collecting these previously mandatory 
fees and consulted on an equitable funding formula for backfilling revenue 
losses after the bill’s passage. 

Photo by Paul Lewis Anderson.

https://www.vera.org/news/in-win-for-criminal-legal-system-reform-new-mexico-eliminates-criminal-court-fees-for-adults
https://housedemocrats.wa.gov/simmons/2023/05/16/years-long-journey-leads-to-the-elimination-of-mandatory-lfos/
https://housedemocrats.wa.gov/simmons/2023/05/16/years-long-journey-leads-to-the-elimination-of-mandatory-lfos/
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Protecting 
the Rights of 
Immigrants 
Facing 
Deportation

Advancing Universal Representation 
Far too many people who have a path to legal residency in the United States 
are instead deported, simply because they can’t afford an attorney. In criminal 
court, the Sixth Amendment guarantees the right to legal representation 
regardless of a person’s ability to pay. But people facing deportation in 
immigration court are not afforded this same right if they cannot afford it. 
In the more than 2.9 million cases pending in immigration court, more than 
1.9 million people lack legal representation. Without an attorney, detained 
immigrants have little chance of avoiding deportation. In fact, detained people 
with legal representation are up to 10.5 times more likely to obtain relief from 
deportation than those without representation. 

In 2023, Advancing Universal Representation helped increase the numbers 
of people facing deportation who have publicly funded lawyers to protect 
their rights by:

Leading the effort to introduce the Fairness to Freedom Act in 
Congress. 

In April, Senators Kirsten Gillibrand and Cory Booker and 
Representatives Norma Torres, Pramila Jayapal, and Grace Meng 
introduced the Fairness to Freedom Act, which would establish the 
right to federally funded legal representation for every person facing 
deportation who cannot afford it. Vera rallied in Washington, DC, in 
May 2023 with more than 100 immigrant justice advocates from across 
the country to support the bill and met with members of Congress to 
advocate for its passage. Vera is also working to enshrine the right to legal 
counsel for immigrants in state law through legislation in key states, such 
as with the proposed Access to Representation Act in New York.

https://www.vera.org/news/arrested-on-his-way-to-deliver-his-son-a-present-then-deported
https://www.justice.gov/eoir/foia-library-0
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=9502&context=penn_law_review
https://www.vera.org/news/the-fairness-to-freedom-act-will-save-lives
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In May 2023, Vera rallied in Washington, DC, with more than 100 immigrant justice advocates 
from across the country to support the Fairness to Freedom Act, which would establish the right 
to federally funded legal representation for every person facing deportation who cannot afford it. 
Photo by Sergio Mantilla.

Expanding the Safety and Fairness for Everyone Network of 
publicly funded deportation programs to 25 sites, including the 
state of Nevada and Bexar County, Texas. 

Vera supported the coalition that advocated for the renewal of Nevada’s 
program, with a funding increase that brings the annual investment to 
$850,000.

Securing millions more in public investment for publicly funded 
deportation defense programs. 

Vera was part of a coalition that successfully lobbied for an increase in 
annual funding for New York’s immigration legal and social services as part 
of a $43 million increase from $20 million to $63 million. 

“Having a lawyer helps you mentally because you have 
somebody that actually cares for your well-being and wants 
you to stay in the United States. It’s not just you by 
yourself. It makes you feel like you have a chance. When I 
was going to sign the deportation papers just to get out of 
detention, my lawyer said, ‘No, no. You have a good chance.’”

JJulio
Julio is an immigrant from the 
Dominican Republic who was able 
to remain in the United States with 
the help of an attorney from the New 
York Immigrant Family Unity Project, 
a publicly funded deportation defense 
program. His name has been changed  
to protect his identity.

https://nyassembly.gov/leg/?default_fld=%0D%0A&leg_video=&bn=S04003&term=2023&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Memo=Y&Text=Y
https://www.vera.org/newsroom/state-budget-increases-immigrant-legal-services-funding-but-more-action-needed-to-keep-families-together-strengthen-communities-and-promote-long-term-stability
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Ensuring People 
Leave Prison and 
Jail with a Fair 
Chance to Thrive

Restoring Promise 
Though 95 percent of people incarcerated in state prisons will return home 
one day, too many prisons are dangerous, oppressive environments that often 
leave people worse off than they were before incarceration. This isn’t only 
applicable to incarcerated people, as prison environments are also detrimental 
to the people who work there. The risk of suicide for corrections officers is 39 
percent higher than for people in other professions, and they suffer higher rates 
of post-traumatic stress disorder than combat veterans. Vera’s Restoring Promise 
initiative partners with the MILPA Collective to create young adult housing 
units grounded in dignity. This groundbreaking work has transformed prisons 
in five states to create a culture where accountability, restorative practices, and 
healing replace the punitive and retributive nature of our carceral system. 

Over the past year, Restoring Promise worked to transform prison culture by:

Increasing safety. 

Restoring Promise is backed by data-driven evidence showing that 
foregrounding dignity and restorative practices makes young adult housing 
units safer. Findings released by Vera and the National Institute of Justice in 
August 2023 from a randomized control trial conducted in prisons in South 
Carolina showed that living in a Restoring Promise unit decreased young 
adults’ odds of being convicted of a violent infraction by 73 percent and of 
experiencing a stay in solitary confinement by 83 percent.

Convening 100 corrections professionals to promote dignity for 
incarcerated people. 

In October 2022, Restoring Promise held Together in Dignity, its 
sixth convening and first in-person convening since the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The three-day event brought together 100 
corrections professionals in San Antonio, Texas, while many of 
their colleagues attended virtually. Notably, it was the first time that 
currently incarcerated members of Restoring Promise’s community were 
(virtually) able to join a convening.

https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/reentry.pdf
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/risky-business-part-1-2-series-correctional-officer-wellness#note1
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/risky-business-part-1-2-series-correctional-officer-wellness#note1
https://www.vera.org/ending-mass-incarceration/dignity-behind-bars/living-conditions-in-prison/restoring-promise-initiative#:~:text=Restoring%20Promise%20is%20an%20initiative,a%20commitment%20to%20human%20dignity.
https://milpacollective.org/
https://www.vera.org/publications/changing-prison-culture-reduces-violence
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Celebrating anniversaries of two new units. 

Two Restoring Promise young adult housing units—Change Makers Village 
at the Arkansas Valley Correctional Facility in Colorado and UNITY Village 
at the North Dakota State Penitentiary in North Dakota—celebrated their 
one-year anniversaries. The units opened in December 2021 and February 
2022, respectively. Both units were the first of their kind opened with 
primarily virtual technical assistance from Restoring Promise, and though 
they faced unique challenges, they are thriving and charting new territory 
as Restoring Promise units in their approach to programming, organization, 
and community involvement.

In partnership with the New York Giants, Vera staff and donors joined Giants Cornerback Darnay 
Holmes (left) and Ring of Honor Member Justin Tuck (right), who is also a Vera Board of Trustees 
member, to visit the Cheshire Correctional Institution in Connecticut and learn about the facility's 
Restoring Promise Truthfulness, Respectfulness, Understanding, and Elevating (T.R.U.E.) housing 
unit. Photo by Giants.com.

“Restoring Promise teaches you to be in tune with your soft 
skills, man, to let your fellow brothers know that you care. You 
can do that by a simple hug—most men in prison ain’t gonna 
hug you, but in Restoring Promise, you are more in tune with 
yourself and allowed to be human. You can hug a guy and tell 
him that you love him and that you are there for him.”

Olfonzo Staton
Formerly incarcerated in a Restoring 
Promise unit in South Carolina’s Lee 
Correctional Institution

https://www.arnoldventures.org/stories/what-happens-when-prisons-prioritize-rehabilitation-over-punishment
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Unlocking Potential 
In July 2023, as a result of a successful campaign led by 
Vera and a coalition of partners, 760,000 people in prison 
finally had their eligibility for Pell Grants restored after 
the 1994 Crime Bill barred their access for nearly three 
decades. Since the ban was overturned by Congress in 
December 2020, Vera’s Unlocking Potential initiative has 
worked to build on this success and promote access to 
high-quality postsecondary education in prison. This 
benefits both those participating in college in prison 
and communities at large. Ninety-five percent of people 
in state prisons will return home, and people who have 
participated in postsecondary education programs in 
prison may have up to 48 percent lower odds of returning 
to prison than those who have not. This benefits 
communities, as well as businesses that have a larger pool 
of potential job candidates. 

Unlocking Potential made strides this year by:

Ensuring full implementation of the new policy 
change reinstating Pell Grant eligibility for 
people in prison. 

Vera provided targeted technical assistance to 
corrections agencies in all 50 states, the Bureau of 
Prisons, and Puerto Rico aimed at implementation 
of the new regulations. Six months after 
reinstatement, 35 corrections agencies are Pell ready, 
meaning they have put in place the process to select 
and approve new college partners. These corrections 
agencies have custody over the majority of people 
in U.S. prisons, accounting for 1.08 million of the 
1.2 million total prison population. Fourteen more 

Dameon Stackhouse, community police alliance coordinator 
for the Bridgewater Police Department in New Jersey, 
completed college courses while incarcerated at East 

Jersey State Prison. Photo by Victoria Stevens. 

https://www.vera.org/news/how-college-in-prison-changes-lives
https://www.vera.org/publications/investing-in-futures-education-in-prison
https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/second-chance-pell-six-years-of-expanding-access-to-education-in-prison.pdf
https://www.vera.org/newsroom/vera-celebrates-historic-pell-reinstatement
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/prisons-report-series-preliminary-data-release#:~:text=The%20U.S.%20prison%20population%20was,increase%20from%202021%20(1%2C205%2C100)
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“The experience of actually being able to take college courses 
while I was inside changed my life. It gave me hope. I realized, 
you know what, there’s no limit to what you’re going to be 
able to do . . . if you focus at this particular moment.”

Dameon Stackhouse 
Community Police Alliance Coordinator for the Bridgewater Police 
Department in New Jersey

agencies are on the cusp of readiness. Vera also conducted targeted 
outreach to the eight accrediting agencies with colleges participating 
in Second Chance Pell, assisting each with achieving Pell readiness to 
ensure that colleges approved by a corrections agency can advance to 
approval by their accreditor before receiving final sign-off from the U.S. 
Department of Education. 

Providing technical assistance to colleges and corrections 
agencies that participate in the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Second Chance Pell Experimental Sites Initiative (SCP). 

SCP launched in 2015 to provide Pell Grants to help students in state and 
federal prisons pay for college. More than 40,000 students participated in 
postsecondary education funded through SCP between 2016 and 2022 and 
nearly 12,000 earned credentials, including bachelor’s degrees, associate’s 
degrees, and certificates or postsecondary diplomas.

Convening corrections agencies and education leaders to improve 
prison education opportunities.

In July 2023, Unlocking Potential held its sixth annual convening in 
Washington, DC, which brought together 270 SCP site representatives and 
partners, including individuals from corrections departments, colleges, and 
accreditation agencies. The focus of the convening was the momentous 
reinstatement of Pell Grants in July 2023.

Opening Doors 
Vera’s Opening Doors initiative works to increase access to safe, affordable housing 
for people with conviction histories. Housing providers across the country exclude 
people who are trying to rejoin their communities after incarceration. Accessing 
shelter is a basic human right. Lacking a permanent address can make it difficult 
to obtain employment and social services, increasing the likelihood of a person’s 
future contact with the criminal legal system. 

Opening Doors worked to end this counterproductive practice in 2023 by:

Supporting the introduction of the Michigan Fair Chance to 
Housing Act. 

This bill, introduced in the Michigan House of Representatives in June, 
would prohibit landlords from requiring housing applicants to disclose 
criminal history records.

Working at the federal level to increase housing access nationally.

Opening Doors participated in regional and federal panels that elevated the 
voices of people with lived experience in the criminal legal system who had 
experienced barriers to housing. 

Launching a nationwide effort to increase the pool of affordable 
housing for people with conviction histories. 

In July 2023, Opening Doors released a request for proposals for technical 
assistance to housing finance agencies. Vera’s goal is to help these agencies 
analyze and adjust their policies to increase affordable housing access for 
people with conviction histories.

Launching statewide advocacy work in Oklahoma. 

Opening Doors hosted the Oklahoma Statewide Reentry Housing 
Roundtable in Tulsa in April 2023. The event focused on thinking through 
opportunities and challenges to expand housing access for people with 
conviction histories alongside public housing authorities, homeless service 
providers, criminal justice agencies, and local foundations.  

https://www.vera.org/news/how-college-in-prison-changes-lives
https://www.vera.org/publications/second-chance-pell-six-years-of-expanding-access-to-education-in-prison
https://legislature.mi.gov/documents/2023-2024/billintroduced/House/pdf/2023-HIB-4878.pdf
https://legislature.mi.gov/documents/2023-2024/billintroduced/House/pdf/2023-HIB-4878.pdf
https://www.vera.org/publications/expanding-housing-access-for-people-with-conviction-histories-in-oklahoma
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Communications 
and External 
Affairs

Though media and politicians often use prejudicial rhetoric and scare tactics to 
fearmonger around crime and attack people involved with the criminal legal 
and immigration systems, there are positive signs that the public supports the 
kinds of reforms Vera champions. Public sentiment polls show that a majority 
of voters favor solutions that prevent crime rather than just responding with 
police and prison after harm is done. Through strategic communications, Vera 
aims to build on this progress and increase the number of people who demand 
systems that deliver true justice.

Using media outreach, publications, multimedia products, and digital advocacy, 
Vera is reaching a larger audience than ever before and attracting more 
supporters of our work.

Making News
The media shapes public perspectives. Securing coverage that combats false 
narratives around crime and advances reform goals helps Vera transform 
systems that harm. Through more than 60 years of producing quality research, 
analysis, and demonstration projects, Vera has earned a position as a trusted 
source for national and local media outlets covering the criminal legal and 
immigration systems. Each appearance in news articles, op-eds, radio and 
television programs, and online publications allows Vera to advance facts that 
support our efforts to make these systems more just and humane. Here are 
some of Vera’s most impactful 2023 media appearances:

How Crime Is Igniting New Conflicts between Red States and Blue Cities, 
CNN, March 14, 2023

A Young Mom Was Arrested for Theft—and Died Mysteriously in Jail, 
Rolling Stone, March 29, 2023

How to Transform America’s Criminal Legal System,  
The Atlantic, May 1, 2023

How Do We Reduce Crime? Just Ask This Public Safety Expert,  
BuzzFeed, May 3, 2023

https://vera-action.s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/Vera+Action+Website+Deck.pdf
https://www.cnn.com/2023/03/14/politics/crime-conflict-red-states-blue-states-fault-lines/index.html
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/louisville-woman-taneasha-chappell-mysterious-death-jail-investigation-1234694336/
https://www.theatlantic.com/sponsored/vera-institute-2023/how-to-transform-americas-criminal-legal-system/3798/
https://www.buzzfeed.com/verainstituteofjustice/how-do-we-reduce-crime-just-ask-this-public-safety-expert
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3 Things You May Not Know About Mass Incarceration and 3 Ways to 
Fight It, BuzzFeed, May 3, 2023

What Is Universal Representation and Why Is It Important?,  
HuffPost, May 5, 2023

Here’s How Vera Institute of Justice Is Fighting to Transform the Legal 
and Immigration Systems, HuffPost, May 11, 2023

Nick Turner on Criminal Justice Reform: ‘It Is Possible to Have Safety and 
Justice at the Same Time’, MSNBC, June 10, 2023

Thousands More Prisoners Across the U.S. Will Get Free College Paid for 
by the Government, Associated Press, June 28, 2023

Mayor Adams and the Migrant Crisis in New York,  
The New York Times, September 11, 2023

Research Publications 
Vera’s efforts to transform the criminal legal and immigration systems are 
founded on research that shows humane, just solutions work. Elevating this 
research through research publications helps spread the word about evidence-
based successes. A selection of publications from 2023:

A New Paradigm for Sentencing in the United States, February 2023

Getting to Zero: Ending Girls’ Incarceration in California, April 2023

People in Jail and Prison in 2022, June 2023

Pushing Forward: Prosecution Reform and Racial Equity across Six 
Counties, July 2023

The Criminalization of Poverty in Kentucky, August 2023

Changing Prison Culture Reduces Violence, August 2023

Elevating the Voices of Impacted People
People harmed by the criminal legal and immigration systems have important 
messages about how to reform them, and others want to hear from them. Over 
the course of 2023, Vera more than doubled engagement with its editorial web 
content over the prior year, reaching more than half a million page views. In 
2023, Vera elevated the following voices:

DC, Benjamin Frandsen, Elizabeth Hawes, Lyle C. May, Ryan M. Moser, 
Rahsaan Thomas, Derek R. Trumbo Sr., and George T. Wilkerson,        
The Human Toll of Jail, January 2023

Craig Caudill and Minna Long, New Partnerships Help Incarcerated 
People Find Jobs, March 2023

Syrita Steib, College Applications Shouldn’t Ask About Conviction 
History, April 2023

Walter Ball, Brandon Dennis, and David Sell, We Founded a Youth 
Mentoring Program While in Prison, and It’s Saving Lives, June 2023

Ramon*, Rosita*, and Julio*, Arrested While Bringing His Son Gifts—Then 
Deported, June 2023

Jamie Gregrich, Dameon Stackhouse, and CJ Suranofsky, How College in 
Prison is Changing Lives, June 2023

Molly, Care over Confinement: Kids Need Second Chances and Services 
to Succeed, June 2023

Myles Martin, I Lost My Job, Apartment, Vehicle, and Time with My Kids 
Due to Unjust Pretrial Detention, July 2023

Marcus Lane, People Need Transportation Access After Release from Jail 
and Prison, October 2023

*Name changed to protect identity.

https://www.buzzfeed.com/verainstituteofjustice/things-you-may-not-know-about-mass-incarceration-and-3
https://www.buzzfeed.com/verainstituteofjustice/things-you-may-not-know-about-mass-incarceration-and-3
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/what-is-universal-representation-and-why-is-it-important_n_63d7e2cce4b01a43638f6062
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/heres-how-vera-institute-of-justice-is-fighting-to-transform-the-legal-and-immigration-system_n_64419a30e4b0d84038875749?bpe
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/heres-how-vera-institute-of-justice-is-fighting-to-transform-the-legal-and-immigration-system_n_64419a30e4b0d84038875749?bpe
https://www.msnbc.com/inside-with-jen-psaki/watch/nick-turner-on-criminal-justice-reform-it-is-possible-to-have-safety-and-justice-at-the-same-time-181587525924
https://www.msnbc.com/inside-with-jen-psaki/watch/nick-turner-on-criminal-justice-reform-it-is-possible-to-have-safety-and-justice-at-the-same-time-181587525924
https://apnews.com/article/prison-pell-grant-college-graduation-ff3f0b80b5bc0e44dde0408c3dedea19
https://apnews.com/article/prison-pell-grant-college-graduation-ff3f0b80b5bc0e44dde0408c3dedea19
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/11/opinion/letters/mayor-adams-migrants-new-york.html
https://www.vera.org/publications/a-new-paradigm-for-sentencing-in-the-united-states
https://www.vera.org/getting-to-zero-ending-girls-incarceration-in-california
https://www.vera.org/publications/people-in-jail-and-prison-in-2022
https://www.vera.org/publications/pushing-forward-prosecution-reform-and-racial-equity-across-six-counties
https://www.vera.org/publications/pushing-forward-prosecution-reform-and-racial-equity-across-six-counties
https://www.vera.org/publications/the-criminalization-of-poverty-in-kentucky
https://www.vera.org/publications/changing-prison-culture-reduces-violence
https://www.vera.org/the-human-toll-of-jail-2023
https://www.vera.org/news/new-partnerships-help-incarcerated-people-find-jobs
https://www.vera.org/news/new-partnerships-help-incarcerated-people-find-jobs
https://www.vera.org/news/college-applications-shouldnt-ask-about-conviction-history
https://www.vera.org/news/college-applications-shouldnt-ask-about-conviction-history
https://www.vera.org/news/we-founded-a-youth-mentoring-program-while-in-prison-and-its-saving-lives
https://www.vera.org/news/we-founded-a-youth-mentoring-program-while-in-prison-and-its-saving-lives
https://www.vera.org/news/arrested-on-his-way-to-deliver-his-son-a-present-then-deported
https://www.vera.org/news/arrested-on-his-way-to-deliver-his-son-a-present-then-deported
https://www.vera.org/news/how-college-in-prison-changes-lives
https://www.vera.org/news/how-college-in-prison-changes-lives
https://www.vera.org/news/care-over-confinement-kids-need-second-chances-and-services-to-succeed
https://www.vera.org/news/care-over-confinement-kids-need-second-chances-and-services-to-succeed
https://www.vera.org/news/i-lost-my-job-apartment-vehicle-and-time-with-my-kids-due-to-unjust-pretrial-detention
https://www.vera.org/news/i-lost-my-job-apartment-vehicle-and-time-with-my-kids-due-to-unjust-pretrial-detention
https://www.vera.org/news/people-need-transportation-access-after-release-from-jail-and-prison
https://www.vera.org/news/people-need-transportation-access-after-release-from-jail-and-prison
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Inspiring Meaningful Engagement
As Vera’s digital footprint expands, our approach to original content evolves. 
We use digital posting to mobilize communities around the issues that are 
central to Vera’s mission, producing timely calls to action that keep emerging 
contacts, followers, and donors plugged in:

Calls for U.S. Congress to pass critical federal legislation, like the 
Fairness to Freedom Act

Celebrating the rollout of Pell Grants to incarcerated students

Letter writing campaigns for trans people who are currently 
incarcerated

Confronting legal slavery for incarcerated people

Video storytelling continues to play an important role in our work: we 
produce short, shareable pieces that break down complex issues for 
young, emerging audiences, whether it’s the history of sentencing or the 
criminalization of poverty in the United States. 

As a result, we’ve seen measurable impact: 

321,328 followers on social media channels

130,117 engaged contacts on email 

33,381 digital actions taken by our audience on email, web, and            
social media

58,585 social media video views

Photo by Paul Lewis Anderson.
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Advancing 
Policies that 
Deliver Safety 
and Justice and 
Changing the 
Politics on Crime

Advocacy and Partnerships 
The movement for justice reform and a new approach to public safety has 
experienced remarkable wins over the past decade. For the first time in 20 
years, the number of people in jail and prison has dropped and remains below 
2 million. There has been unprecedented investment by local government in 
a more comprehensive approach to safety, with billions of dollars allocated to 
civilian first responder programs and community violence intervention. And 
despite increased worries about crime in many parts of the country, in 2023 
voters often rejected scare tactics and fearmongering at the ballot box, electing 
mayors and state legislators who demonstrated they are “serious about safety” 
over “tough on crime” in places as diverse as Chicago; Jacksonville, Florida; 
and Lincoln, Nebraska. 

However, as crime rates remain higher than pre-pandemic levels and the 
backlash to justice reform remains potent, we risk losing ground if we 
treat the headwinds like the weather and hope they pass. Vera’s initiatives, 
supported by our Advocacy & Partnerships Department and Vera Action, 
an independent and aligned 501(c)(4), worked to enact transformative 
policy change for safety and justice at the local, state, and federal levels in 
partnership with organizers, advocates, government leaders, and elected 
officials on both sides of the political aisle. 

A few highlights of Vera and Vera Action’s advocacy in 2023 include the following: 

Each year in the United States, police stop more than 20 million motorists 
for alleged traffic violations. A large portion of these stops—estimates 
range from a third to nearly half—are for minor violations that do not 
affect public safety, such as driving with a single broken taillight, expired 
or defective vehicle registrations, a missing inspection sticker, or excessive 
window tint. Yet those encounters between police and motorists can turn 
deadly, as evidenced by the deaths of Tyre Nichols, Philando Castile, and 
so many others. Vera’s STOPS project passed policies in four jurisdictions 
to reduce or end police stops for traffic infractions that have no bearing 

https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/People-in-Jail-and-Prison-in-2022.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-american-rescue-plan-has-helped-state-and-local-governments-invest-in-community-safety/
https://vera-action.s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/Vera+Action_Ten+Takeaways+on+How+Crime+Impacts+Election.pdf
https://veraaction.org/
https://perma.cc/6BYX-XWF4
https://vera-advocacy-and-partnerships.s3.amazonaws.com/Vera_Fact%20Sheet%20on%20Low-Level%20Stop%20Policies.pdf
https://perma.cc/26EN-F7S7
https://perma.cc/26EN-F7S7
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on road safety (Ann Arbor, Michigan; Shaker Heights, Ohio; Memphis, 
Tennessee; and Seattle, Washington). 

Community-driven district attorneys who reject “tough-on-crime” 
measures and champion policies that advance both safety and justice 
are increasingly under attack with recalls, removals, and legislation 
that threatens their independence. Vera and Vera Action launched 
a coordinating effort, in partnership with other national and local 
advocates, to protect these district attorneys and defeat bad legislation. 
We worked to neutralize a bad bill in Texas and curb some of the worst 
provisions of a law that passed (and was struck down by the state 
supreme court) in Georgia. 

A false narrative exists that communities must choose safety or justice—
when in fact we can and must have both. Through Vera Action, we worked 
to change the politics on crime with public opinion research and message 
testing that advances a strong, affirmative message on how to own safety, 
accountability, and justice and counter “tough-on-crime” rhetoric. We used 
the research to brief dozens of legislators, candidates, consultants, and 
campaigns, as well as the media and other justice reform and racial justice 
organizations. We continue to convene and lead a national messaging 
coordinating table featuring our own and others’ safety and crime 
messaging research, which includes over 25 partners.

Photo by Paul Lewis Anderson.

https://www.freep.com/story/news/local/michigan/2023/06/23/ann-arbor-police-will-no-longer-pull-over-drivers-for-these-violations/70351455007/
https://www.wkyc.com/article/news/local/cuyahoga-county/shaker-heights-agreement-police-reform-community-group-proposed-charter-amendment/95-3bb3214d-19d3-40fc-8d7e-4f2cd670bb08
https://wreg.com/news/local/tyre-nichols/memphis-city-council-approves-changes-to-traffic-stop-policies/#:~:text=One%20ordinance%20will%20require%20traffic,favor%20having%20the%20added%20security.
https://wreg.com/news/local/tyre-nichols/memphis-city-council-approves-changes-to-traffic-stop-policies/#:~:text=One%20ordinance%20will%20require%20traffic,favor%20having%20the%20added%20security.
https://public.powerdms.com/Sea4550/tree/documents/2570427
https://www.texastribune.org/2023/05/28/texas-legislature-prosecutors-removal/
https://www.dekalbda.org/news_detail_T6_R257.php
https://veraaction.org/
https://vera-action.s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/Vera+Action+Website+Deck.pdf
https://veraaction.org/resource/crime-impacts-elections/
https://veraaction.org/resource/crime-impacts-elections/
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Financials
July 1, 2022—June 30, 2023 (FY23)

Revenues by type

Government $199,797,374 76.30%

Foundation $9,663,071 3.69%

Contribution $42,927,697 16.39%

Individual and others $9,049,053 3.46%

State and city $423,170 0.16%

Total $261,860,365 100%

Pass-through funding $182,760,006

Expenses

Programs $248,496,141 94.79%

Program support and 
management

$11,699,504 4.46%

Development and        
fundraising

$1,967,072 0.75%

Total $262,162,717 100%
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Trustees and 
Supporters Akasha Absher

Tanya Acker

ActBlue Charities

Debo P. Adegbile

Advancing Girls Fund,  
a fund of Tides 
Foundation

Akin Gump Strauss 
Hauer & Feld LLP

The Alan and Deborah 
Cohen Family Fund

American Express 
Company (Cybergrants)

AmerisourceBergen

Anonymous

Deborah Archer

Arnold Ventures

Sam and Vibhuti Arya 
Amirfar

Ascendium Education 
Group

Arlene S. Ash

Morgan Bakerman and 
Ben Brown

Ballmer Group

Bank of America 
Charitable Foundation

Bank of America 
Employee Matching

BankUnited, N.A.

Carol L. Barash and     
Jed A. Kwartler

George Barchini

The Beller and Calidas 
Family Fund

James and Jessica 
Benjamin

Ben Posel and Jessica 
Bauman Charitable Fund

Jenifer Berman

The Bigwood Foundation

Warren and Karen Bird

Angela Blackwell

Blue Crab Strategies

We are honored to acknowledge and thank the following nongovernmental donors 
contributing $500 or more to Vera in fiscal year 2023 (July 1, 2022–June 30, 2023). 
We also thank all other contributors who support Vera’s work.

Damien Dwin, Board 
Chair

Debo P. Adegbile, Vice 
Chair

Caron Butler

Nelson O. Fitts

Helam Gebremariam

John Gleeson

Evan C. Guillemin, 
Treasurer

David Klafter

Lili Lynton

John Madsen

Bari Mattes

Khalil Gibran 
Muhammad

E. Danya Perry

Justin Tuck

Anilu Vazquez-Ubarri

Lola Velazquez-Aguilu

Tali Farhadian Weinstein

Trustees

Supporters
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BNY Mellon Community 
Partnership

The Boeing Company

Boger Family 
Foundation, Inc.

Margot Brandenburg and 
Andrew Kassoy

Shirley Brandman

Nina Breakstone

Cameron Brien

Vickie Brodersen

Anthony Brown

Courtney Bryan

Richard Buery

Wayne L. and Cynthia M. 
Bullaughey

Bunny Klein Family 
Fund

Burke & Violet Marshall 
Foundation

Jordan Busumbru

Caron Butler

Sharon and Jim Butler

Bylo Chacon Foundation

The California 
Endowment

The Callon Family Fund

The Capital Group

Katherine Carlson

Zachary Carter

Alyssa Casden and 
Matthew Klein

CAVU Securities, LLC

Chapin Family Fund

Charities Aid 
Foundation of America

Charles and Lynn 
Schusterman Family 
Philanthropies

Charlie & Judy Lynch 
Fund

Clay H. Chasis

Chen Family Charitable 
Fund

Donald Chen

The Chronicle of Higher 
Education

Chubb Rule of Law Fund

Cigna Health and Life 
Insurance Company

Cindy Ritter Family 
Fund

Julie Clayton

Dorothy Clementson

Clifford Chance 
Foundation

Bret and Rebecca Cohen

Mark Cohen

Cole Family Foundation

Neill Coleman

Deborah A. Colson and 
Mark N. Diker

The Commonwealth 
Fund

Community Foundation 
of New Jersey

Community Foundation 
for Southeast Michigan

Catherine Connelly

Dave and Jen Conover

Dex Cookie

Michael Corriero and 
Mary Ellen Raftery

Cox Farms Virginia

Cravath, Swaine & 
Moore LLP

Sherene Crawford

Jeremy Creelan

Criminal Justice Action 
Table

Meredith Cross

Mary Crowley

Culture Amp

Stephen Cutler

The Dandelion Fund

Marie Danzig

Sara Dapson

David Rockefeller Fund

David Weinraub/Meryl 
Schwartz Fund

Davis Wright Tremaine 
LLP

Lara and Chris Deam

Debevoise & Plimpton 
LLP

The Dee/Stone Family 
Fund

Dr. Eric De Jonge and Dr. 
Melissa Turner

Rob DeLeon

Denham Wolf Real 
Estate Services

Sheila and Emmet 
Dennis

Stratford Dennis

Deutsche Bank US 
Matching Gift Program

Vijay Dharmapuri

Janet and Bill Dickey

Robert and Carolyn 
Diehl

Leslie Dodson

Tess Douglas

Steve Dow

Damien Dwin

Susan Dwyer

The Eberstadt-Kuffner 
Fund, Inc.

The Edith Cooper and 
Robert Taylor Fund

Cheryl C. Effron

Eisen and Yass Family 
Fund

Brooke Eliot

Elliott Giving Fund

Fermin Espinosa

Cynthia Estlund and 
Samuel Issacharoff

Evans Family Charitable 
Fund

Evercore LP

Farano Family Charitable 
Fund

Jay Farbstein

Tali Farhadian Weinstein 
and Boaz Weinstein

Jonathan and Erica Feiler

Fidelity Charitable 
Giving

Daniel Fine and Sarah 
Snyder Charitable Fund

Nelson and Elizabeth 
Fitts

FJC – A Foundation of 
Philanthropic Funds

Mark Fleming

Ian Fletcher

Ford Foundation

Ford Foundation 
Matching Gift Program

The Forsythe Family 
Charitable Fund

Foundation for Louisiana

Francis J. Greenburger 
Foundation

Mindy Frankel

Franklin Square Capital 
Partners Foundation

Marcia Fredlich

Freedman Consulting 
LLC

Freshfields Bruckhaus 
Deringer LLP

Galaxy Gives

Nicholas Garaufis and 
Betsy Seidman

Deborah Garcia

Gail Garfield Schwartz

Gary Hattem & Frazier 
Holloway Charitable 
Fund

Helam Gebremariam and 
Subash Iyer

Karen Geiger

Kathleen Gerard

Jeremy Gertz

The Giants Foundation, 
Inc.

Juan Gil

John Gleeson

Amy Glickman

Susan Glogovac

Goldman Sachs 
Matching Gifts
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Kelly Goode

Greer Goodman

Ryan Goodwin

Greg Gordon

Gottesman DeBode 
Family Fund

Tara Gray

Greater Washington 
Community Foundation

Michael Greenberg

Greenberg Traurig LLP

Frank Greene

Kevin Greenslade

Goldman Sachs Gives 
Annual Giving Fund

Evan C. Guillemin and 
Ricki Stern

Bob Gunter

Bruce and Marni Gutkin

Peter Gwynne

Pamela Haber

Franklin Halley

Suhana S. Han

Abby Hanlon

Curt Harris and Dr. 
Yeshwant Chitalkar

Adelaide Haskell

Hatem Rock Charitable 
Account

Anna Headly

Gillian Hearst

Nancy and Jeffrey Heller

Adrienne Hill

Ira Hillman and Jeremy 
Barber

HIT Strategies

Steven Holley

Stephanie A. Holmes

Jay Holtmeier

Katy Homans and 
Patterson Sims

Helena Huang

Hub International

Huey and Angelina 
Wilson Foundation

Earl Hunt

Fraser Hunter

Graeme Hunter and 
Laurence Robin-Hunter

Adair Iacono

Alanna Iacono

Jonna Iacono

Industry City

Ronzard Innocent

Jan Inscho

International Community 
Corrections Association

Irving and Geraldine 
Schaffer Foundation

J.B. and M.K. Pritzker 
Family Foundation

J’s Danziger Charitable 
Fund

Jacob and Valeria 
Langeloth Foundation

Andrew Jacobson

Laura Jacobson

Jaeger Family Charitable 
Fund

Siddhartha Jain

Francis James

Gloria Jarecki, The 
Brightwater Fund

Meredith Jenkins

Jenner & Block LLP

The Jocelyn Spencer 
Charitable Fund

John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation

Johnson & Johnson 
Matching Gifts Program

Alan Jones and      
Ashley Garrett

Andrew Jones

Glenn Jones

T. Stephen Jones

Jon Kaufman Charitable 
Giving Fund

Josephine A. Merck 
Donor Advised Fund

The Joyce Foundation

The JPB Foundation

JPMorgan Chase & Co.

The Justice and Mobility 
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launched by the Ford 
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support from the Charles 
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Family Philanthropies

The Just Trust

Kaplan Hecker & Fink 
LLP

Barry Kasinitz

Kassidy Zwaagstra 
Charitable Fund

Katherine Katcher and 
Loren Lewallen

Richard Katz

Lynn Kearney

Kathleen Kearns

Kekst CNC

Eleanor Kennedy and 
Lee Abel

Georgia Keohane

Kern Family Giving 
Fund

Keystone Strategy

Omar Khan

Kirkland & Ellis LLP

Isabelle Kirshner

David Klafter and Nancy 
Kestenbaum

Anne Klass

The Kocherthaler-
Newbeck Charitable 
Fund

Maz Kothari

Kramer Family Gift Fund

Kramer Levin Naftalis & 
Frankel LLP

Laetsch Giving Fund

Eric Lane

Greta Langley

Laughing Gull 
Foundation

Lawrence Livermore 
National Laboratory

Jocelyn Lear

Anne Lee

Brenda Lee

Eric Lee

Naomi Leibowitz

Christina Leijonhufvud

Matthew Levie and 
Kimberly A. Scearce

Angela Libby

Michael Liburd

Anne Lieberman

LM Foundation

Joe Logan

Louisiana Public Health 
Institute

The Lucille Lortel 
Foundation

Steven Luck

Diana Luks

John Luongo

Linda Lyerly

Loretta Lynch

M+R

Ron Machen

John Madsen and 
Deirdre von Dornum     

Grace Mah and  
Don Chin               

Ashley Makar

Barbara Malatesta

Diane Malfeld

Philip Mallory

Ronni Mallozzi

James Manges

Jacqueline Mann

Catie Marshall

Jane Marshall

Lori Martin

Bari Mattes

Matthew Marks 
Charitable Trust

Matthew Mazur

Sean McCauley

David McCue

Joseph McDonald

Paula McGuinness

Theodore A. Mckee
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Medidata, a Dassault 
Systèmes company

Medtronic

Sharon Meers

James P. Melchiorre

Barbara Mendelson

Juan Mendoza

Sara Menker

Richard and Ronay 
Menschel

Juliette and Andrew 
Michaelson

The Michele Coleman 
Mayes Fund

Microsoft Corporation
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Fund

Luis Miranda

Moonshot Strategies

Julian Moore
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Barbara Moretti

Moss-Nonis Family Fund

J.P. Mourra

MUFG

Khalil G. Muhammad

Jayne Munger

Megan Murray

Musa and Tom Mayer 
American Endowment 
Foundation

Lokesh 
Muthuramalingam

Celeste Myers

National Association 
of Criminal Defense 
Lawyers

The National Football 
League Foundation

NBA Foundation

Peter Neiman

Jim Neuberger and Helen 
Stambler Neuberger

NewGrange 
Construction/L&K 
Partners

The New York 
Community Trust

David Novello and 
Marcia Sprague

Chris Noyes

Charles O’Byrne

Roxanne O’Connell

David Ogden

Oklahoma Justice Fund 
at Tulsa Community 
Foundation

Joseph and Margot Onek

Lisa Opoku Busumbru

Jason Ortiz

Aisling O’Shea

Leke Osinubi

Gretchen Page and      
Sid Solomon

Park-Davis Charitable 
Fund

Anthony and Janet Lee 
Partridge

Anne Peckham

Danya Perry

The Pershing Square 
Foundation

Alan Pesky

Lisa Philp

Irving H. Picard

Piersol Foundation

Patricia Pileggi

Pittsburgh Foundation

The Pixley Hill 
Foundation

PKF O’Connor Davies

Richard Plepler

Shobhan Porter

Poynter Institute

Jonathan Pressman

Propel Capital

Prudential Financial

Public Welfare 
Foundation

Sara Pursley

celine quashie

Russell Quong and Sarah 
McCabe

Insha Rahman

Raim-Shedlin Charitable 
Gift Fund

Nagaratnam Ranjithan

Rebecca Halperin & 
John Storey Independent 
Charitable Gift Fund

Cathy Redlich and      
Rob Horwitz

Jeff Regal

Drew Reid

Ryan Reimers

Reissa Foundation

Vanessa Richardson

The Richardson 
Foundation

Amelia Rideau

Mr. Marc Rindner and 
Ms. Younjee Kim

Robert W. Wilson 
Charitable Trust

Laurie Robinson and 
Sheldon Krantz

Laura Rodgers

Richard Rodney

Anne Rogers

Emily Rook-Koepsel and 
Abraham DeBenedetti

Denise Rose

James Rose

John Rose

Madeleine Rudin

Renn Salkind

Tim Sanders

Alexander Santos

Maria Santos

Amy Sapp

John and Lynn Savarese

Schlegel Family Fund

William Schroeder

Dan Schubert

Schulte Roth & Zabel

Marian Schulz

Alex Schwartz

Barry F. Schwartz

Frederick A.O.   
Schwarz Jr.

William Scott

Sean Hecker and Maria 
Hinojosa Charitable 
Fund

Judy Seiff

Select Equity Group, L.P.

Select Equity Group 
Foundation

The Seymour Family 
Fund

In honor of Kevin 
Shanahan

Kevin Shapiro

Joan Shayne

Justin Sher

Sher Tremonte LLP

Loren Sherman

Jennifer Shreve and  
Alan Rapp

Deborah Simmons

Skadden, Arps, Slate, 
Meagher & Flom LLP

Brian Smith

Solidarity Giving

Michael Somers

Matthew Sowd

The Steelberg Family 
Foundation

Joshua Steiner

Brande Stellings

Sterling Society Fund

Michael and Marjorie 
Stern

Steve and Yvette Kohn 
Giving Fund

Craig A. Stewart

James Stewart

Christopher Stone

Richard Strassberg

Stacey Strongarone

STUDIOS Architecture

Estate of Herbert Sturz

Sue Suh

Dolores Sullivan
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Sullivan & Cromwell 
LLP

Sundback-Owens 
Charitable Fund

Annie Sundberg

Surdna Foundation

Joshua Sussman

Mona Sutphen

Rose Anne Swan

Mindy Tarlow

Tabitha Tavolaro

Barine and Michelle Tee
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Fund
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The Tow Foundation

TPG Global
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Street
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Zegar Family Foundation
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"Together, we can keep striving for 
freedom, justice, and a future bright with 
possibility for all communities."

Nicholas Turner
President and Director

34 35th Street, Suite 4-2A
Brooklyn, NY 11232
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