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Dear Members of the Colorado Delegation:  
 
I write to recommit my support for congressional efforts to address criminal justice reform, as well as in strong support 
of the FIRST STEP Act. It is encouraging that such an important piece of legislation is in sight of passage. The provisions 
in this bill will directly improve the lives of people harmed by our broken criminal justice system.  
 
Today, roughly 2.2 million people are behind bars in the United States, an increase of 1.9 million since 1972. We have 
the world’s largest prison population – with one-quarter of its prisoners but just 5 percent of the total population. And, 
on any given day, some 7 million people – about one in every 31 people – are under the supervision of the corrections 
system, either locked up or on probation or parole.  
 
This vast expansion of the corrections system – which has been called “the New Jim Crow” – is the direct result of a 
failed, decades-long drug war and a “law and order” movement that began amid the urban unrest of the late 1960s, 
just after the civil rights era. It’s a system marred by vast racial disparities – one that stigmatizes and targets young men 
of color, unfairly punishes communities of color, burdens taxpayers and exacts a tremendous social cost. Today, African 
American men who fail to finish high school are more likely to be in prison than employed. 
 
Research conclusively demonstrates that our overreliance on prison is unnecessary to preserve public safety, and may 
even be counterproductive. The public agrees: in a divided nation, criminal justice reform remains a rare point of 
agreement, with Republicans and Democrats both supporting solutions that will reduce unnecessary incarceration. 
 
The City and County of Denver has made significant and critical investments in criminal justice reform and alternatives 
to incarceration.   
 
On average, 58 percent of all arrestees taken into custody are minorities, and 38 percent recidivate within a five-year 
period. To address the underlying issues, the Denver Police Department has introduced several initiatives to support 
members of the community and find alternatives to incarceration. Examples of these innovative, collaborative efforts 
include the Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion (LEAD) program, which defers low level offenders who have mental 
health and substance abuse problems to treatment and counseling, and the Citywide Impact Team and Homeless 
Outreach Team, which works with city and community partners to locate resources to assist people in crisis. And 
Denver’s Chief of Police emphasis on precision policing focuses the Department’s resources and efforts on violent 
offenders while providing support services instead of incarceration for individuals in need of assistance. 
 
Denver’s Public Safety Youth Programs, through their risk and needs assessment systems, recidivism reduction 
programming, incentives and productive activities rewards, and partnerships with communities, schools, courts and law 
enforcement, have seen the success of reform efforts targeted to youth. The Municipal Diversion Program’s recidivism 
rate for those who did not complete is 33 percent – almost three times that of youth who completed, which was 12 
percent. The records of those who complete the program are expunged, which improves the opportunities available to 
youth as they mature. Because of the Youth Detention Continuum Program’s pretrial services, more youth remain at 



home in the community awaiting trial while community safety is maintained. Year to date in 2018, 96 percent of the 
378 youth supervised in the community have not reoffended while awaiting trial. 
 
In May of 2017, Denver undertook its first major sentencing reform effort for violations of the municipal code in more 
than 20 years. Denver’s old sentencing regime was a “one-size-fits-all” approach, with a maximum sentence for all 
municipal crimes of up to 365 days in jail. The new sentencing structure lowered the maximum possible offense for 
certain low-level crimes to a maximum of 60 days while lowering the general penalty for most crimes to a maximum of 
300 days. This change brought greater fairness and proportionality to sentencing for municipal ordinance violations.  
 
Over the last year, Denver’s Department of Safety has also examined a more efficient and timely process to release 
individuals from jail. In January of 2018, it took 12 hours for a person to be scheduled for court once they were booked 
into detention. Similarly, it took 11 hours for a person to go through the release process once they posted bond. 
Through a series of process improvements, those number have been dramatically reduced. Currently, a person is being 
scheduled for court in 4 hours instead of 12 and once bond is posted is being released in 6 hours instead of 11. These 
dramatic improvements result in less time a person is incarcerated prior to going to trial or entering a plea.  
 
Denver is part of a national movement to improve pretrial justice systems and has moved away from solely financial 
based bail decisions to a practice that utilizes risk assessment, judicial discretion and supervision. This system produces 
a higher level of public safety by identifying those who are high risk to the community and reduces unnecessary 
incarceration of those who simply do not have the financial means to post bail. These initiatives include several 
innovative projects related to our county courts: 
 

The REACH Project. Soon-to-be-launched in early 2019, the Denver City Attorney’s Office has been involved in 
a collaborative effort to create “The REACH Project,” which recognizes that experiencing trauma can have a 
long-lasting and devastating impact on a person’s life. Denver has always supported a trauma-informed 
approach to criminal prosecution, and will continue to do so with The REACH Project. The program name – 
REACH, which stands for Resilience, Empowerment, Autonomy, Community, Hope – was created in 
collaboration with women who have been previously involved with the criminal justice system. An effective 
alternative to incarceration is to address needs identified through a gender-responsive risk assessment that 
prioritizes services over incarceration. In addition, by providing alternative interventions and resources we will 
reduce recidivism rates and increase public safety.   
 
Outreach Court. The city recognizes that some vulnerable members of our community, who are involved in the 
criminal justice system, face challenges appearing for their court dates and following through on sentencing 
conditions. Outreach Court brings court out of the formal courthouse and meets these individuals where they 
are in the community to resolve their cases, vacate warrants, and provide opportunities to complete useful 
public service and close their cases. Held every other week at the Denver Rescue Mission, the Outreach Court 
has handled 1,943 criminal cases in 2018 for 833 individuals – cases that would have likely remained open and 
resulted in arrests on “failure to appear” warrants. Since its inception in 2016, Outreach Court has handled 
3,945 cases for 1,588 individuals. 
 
The Wellness Docket. The Wellness Docket provides a sentencing alternative for individuals with mental health 
diagnoses who do not respond well to “traditional” criminal sentencing structures. It is designed to provide 
them with resources and support that they would not otherwise receive in a traditional courtroom. 

 
 
Nationally, pretrial detention costs taxpayers billions of dollars per year. As a result of Denver's Smart Pretrial 
innovations, the percentage of defendants who are released pretrial continues to rise. The cost-benefit analysis of 
Denver's new practices showed that, factoring in the costs of additional failures to appear and arrests for new criminal 
activity expected through the release of additional persons, Denver achieved a potential cost avoidance savings of $2 
million a year.   
 



Recent research has shed new light on the importance of accurately assessing risks in making these decisions. In one 
study, researchers found that low-risk defendants who were held in jail for just two to three days were 39 percent 
more likely to be arrested than those who were released on the first day. Those who were held four to seven days were 
50 percent more likely to be arrested, and those held eight to 14 days were 56 percent more likely. The same patterns 
hold for medium-risk defendants held for short periods. That study also found that low-risk defendants who were held 
in jail throughout the pretrial period were 27 percent more likely to recidivate within 12 months than low-risk 
defendants who were released.   
 
Through effective partnerships with state agencies and service providers, Denver’s community corrections program 
includes a network of community-based residential programs that provide supervision to individuals being diverted and 
transitioning from incarceration. Services include aiding offenders in obtaining and holding regular employment, 
enrolling and maintaining academic courses, participating in vocational training programs, utilizing the resources of the 
community to meet their personal and family needs, and providing treatment for substance dependency and mental 
health, as well as other services deemed appropriate to aid in offender reentry and public safety. 
 
According to the most recent recidivism report from the Colorado Division of Criminal Justice, more than 78 percent of 
offenders who successfully completed residential community corrections programs had not received a new court filing 
at 12 months post release.    
  
The Denver Sheriff Department continually works to provide effective programing for close to 1,400 individuals. These 
individuals have participated in one of the following programs: Cognitive Behavioral Education, Recovery for Men, 
Parenting, Drug and Alcohol, Life Skills or the Change Pod. The success rate of completion continues to increase and is 
currently at 30.35 percent from Jan. 1 through Oct. 10, 2018. The programs are constantly evaluated to ensure the 
curriculum is as effective as possible. With an average daily jail population of 2,100 inmates, it is a priority to make 
every effort to help these individuals leave better than when they arrived and to connect them to resources in the 
community that can continue to assist them.  
 
Americans of all political affiliations agree on the urgent need to repair our justice system. The FIRST STEP Act seeks to 
improve public safety, increase rehabilitation and strengthen families. If enacted, it would be a positive next step in our 
collective efforts to correct the past and move our nation forward. This vision is shared by Mayors, community 
organizers, law enforcement leaders, activists, business executives, social scientists, people of faith— and by a majority 
of your House and Senate colleagues. I urge you to support the FIRST STEP Act. 
 
 
Respectfully, 

 
Michael B. Hancock 
Mayor
 


