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October 22, 2019
This bill establishes an evidence-based release standard and ensures that prisoners with
disabilities who are granted parole will be released. A Massachusetts-specific validated risk and
needs assessment tool will take into consideration an incarcerated person’s good behavior and
participation in work, education and treatment programs. It will require that those who are
incarcerated are released upon reaching parole eligibility, unless there is clear and convincing
evidence that they are a risk to public safety. Disabled individuals will receive support, services,
or programs to mitigate any risks they pose, with the assistance of the Department of Public
Health if needed.
The League of Women Voters of the United States “believes alternatives to imprisonment should
be explored and utilized, taking into consideration the circumstances and nature of the crime.” 1
In addition, the League of Women Voters of Massachusetts, which has 47 local Leagues across
the state, is in favor of “the use of adequately funded and supervised alternative punishments”
and supports “measures to protect the civil and individual rights of the offender and to promote
the offender's rehabilitation through individualized treatment,” “measures that provide sufficient
prison space at minimum security and pre-release levels to permit the gradual reintegration of the
prisoner into society,” and “sentence lengths that encourage rehabilitation and reintegration into
society.” The League “opposes indeterminate sentences.”2
In 2008, the Parole Board released Dominic Cinelli to parole, and he later killed a Woburn police
officer.3 Five Parole Board members resigned, and ever since, the Parole Board has been averse
to granting parole despite a statistically small chance of negative outcome.4 This has resulted in
people serving longer sentences and then being released without supervision.5 By encouraging
the Parole Board to focus on the elements that make an individual inappropriate for parole, it is
probable that there would be fewer mistakes like those made in the release of Cinelli.
Presumptive parole assumes that success is possible, includes a plan that focuses on in-prison
program participation, and post-release programming to help the potential parolee overcome
barriers to release.
There are concerns about the use of privately-developed, off-the-shelf risk assessment
algorithms, which is why it is essential that a risk assessment tool be transparent, developed for
Massachusetts for our parole-eligible population, and open to frequent validation to address bias,
age differences, and changes in law.6
Multiple states have implemented some form of presumptive parole. 7 In Michigan, a decadeslong study showed that “people who commit homicide or sex offenses have extremely low reoffense rates overall and almost never return to prison for committing a new crime of the same
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type.” And “there is no evidence that keeping someone incarcerated longer increases public
safety.”8 In particular, over 95 percent of people who served time for homicide and sex offenses
did not return with a new sentence for any crime within three years, and for robbery, there was
no recidivism for over 80 percent. The study showed that increasing the number of parolees did
not increase the re-offense rate, concluding that past behavior does not predict future risk and
that “there is no gain to public safety from basing parole denials on the nature of a person’s
offense, most especially for people who score high probability of release on the parole
guidelines.” Assuming release at the minimum sentence doesn’t prevent the Parole Board from
acting on knowledge of a particular individual’s risk. Instead of warehousing individuals,
resources can be used to prepare people for successful reintegration and provide the services
needed for improving public safety.
In 2017, the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court ruled that mentally and physically disabled
prisoners seeking parole must have support systems in place to comply with the Americans with
Disabilities Act.9 This bill facilitates the assistance of the Department of Public Health if
necessary to comply with federal law.
Implementing presumptive parole takes the politics out of Parole Board decision-making, so
public safety becomes the primary concern. And by requiring that disabled individuals get the
support they need to be able to be paroled, we should save money and be able to focus only on
public safety concerns when we decide on whether it is in the public’s interest to keep a specific
individual locked up.
LWVMA urges this committee to report H.1541 favorably out of committee. Thank you.
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