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Introduction  

Multiple team members held the opinion that the criminal justice system in greater 
Richmond treats individuals differently based on race, economic status, and other 
factors through all aspects of the process, from arrest to sentencing.  These opinions 
were based on personal experience and/or on working directly with individuals who 
have experienced the criminal justice system. 
 
Scope of Immersion – The Journey  

Our journey started with two assigned interviewees: Kelly King-Horne (Director of 
Homeward) and Megan Rollins (President/CEO of Boaz & Ruth) who highlighted 1) the 
disproportionately negative impact of the criminal justice system on African Americans 
and their broader social network; and 2) the direct link between slavery, Jim Crow, and 
the over-representation of African Americans in prisons and jails today. Two immersive 
activities helped us narrow the scope of our research. First, we watched the 
documentary “13th” which made more salient that the Prison Industrial Complex is 
connected to the commodification of Black bodies; and that many political tactics (e.g. 
“Just Say No”, “Three Strikes”, “War on Drugs”, “Law and Order”) were intentionally 
used over decades, by both parties, to aggravate this transformation from “Plantation to 
Prison.” Second, listening to season 3 of the podcast “Serial” led to the realization that 
the discretion and bias in the system, both judicial and prosecutorial, could remain 
unchecked in the absence of connected trend data on bond terms, pre-trial 
confinement, legal representation quality, sentencing and parole, etc.  
 
“Should we focus on data?” we asked ourselves and our “aha” moment came when we 
realized at the mid-year LMR retreat that one of our own team members, Christopher 
Rashad Green, works closely with data collection in the criminal justice system. 
Interviewing Christopher and learning about Court Watch of Central Virginia, an initiative 
Christopher is running under the non-profit New Virginia Majority, confirmed that the 
lack of data in the criminal justice system is a fitting focus for our research. Two 
immersive activities related to Court Watch followed as our team members went through 
Court Watch data collection training and then collected field data for pre-trial 
arraignment cases in Chesterfield’s Court. Our pre-trial data path took us through seven 
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more interviews: three commonwealth attorneys (Chesterfield, Henrico, and Richmond), 
the director of Chesterfield Community Corrections, the office of Senator Jennifer 
McClellan, the American Civil Liberties Union, and a senior methodologist at the Virginia 
State Crime Commission. Findings from these interviews underlined data transparency 
bills (in the Virginia Senate and House) and converged into the following hypothesis:  
 

Hypothesis: We believe that insufficient data about the Greater Richmond criminal 
justice process conceals racial and socio-economic inequality. 

 
 
Findings  

Needs/Problems/Issues 
The Broken Criminal Justice System and the Role of Constituent Advocacy:  

There is an agreement that the criminal justice system is not working fairly nor 
effectively. There is a need to “address the traumatic roots of crime” and the “historically 
racist policies on our modern streets” (Mike Herring). The bail system imposes undue 
hardship on families (Scott Miles), especially of lower socio-economic status. 
Commonwealth attorneys often address constituents’ concerns with “local work-arounds 
[initiatives] to fix things that should be addressed systemically” (Scott Miles). Constituent 
advocacy has an important role to support systemic change in the General Assembly 
(Mike Herring; Scott Miles) and to educate judges (Scott Miles).  

Need for Data and Data Collection Systems: There is a lack of standardized data 
across Virginia jurisdictions and massive problems with data collection infrastructure 
and systems which are archaic (Gary Hughes; Shannon Taylor). There is a need for an 
updated and centralized system to capture data from arrest to sentencing (Christina 
Barnes Arrington; Gary Hughes).  

Role of Data in Addressing Inequities in the Criminal Justice System: Data on 
bond terms, pre-trial confinement, legal representation quality, sentencing and parole is 
not collected in a way that allows trend analysis and judicial accountability (“Serial” 
Podcast, Season 3). Judicial accountability starts with data transparency and observing 
pre-trial in the courts (Christopher Rashad Green). Therefore, transparency in the data 
is a stepping stone for reform in the criminal justice system (ACLU; Abby Philips).  

 
Key Learning Points  
The bottom line is that there are “aggregate disparities [in the criminal justice system] 
but no aggregate data to see them” (ACLU). A very limited look at data from a cohort of 
23,000 defendants, arrested in Virginia in October 2017, shows that 40% of defendants 
are African American, and more than 60% of all defendants are under the age of 35. Of 
those defendants held in pretrial confinement, about 75% are held for either 
misdemeanors (60%) or probation violations (15%) (VA State Crime Commission 
Report). It is crucial to have data to increase awareness about how we are keeping not 
yet convicted, young people, who are disproportionately African American in pre-trial 
confinement for misdemeanors; and data to inform evidence-based policies aimed at 
increasing both the fairness and effectiveness of the criminal justice system. Yet, VA 
General Assembly transparency bills, regarding bail, data collection, and reporting 
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standards, were shut down in 2019 in both the House (HB2121) and the Senate 
(SB1687).   
 
Call to Action  

We can help support reform towards equality in the criminal justice system by:  
1. Supporting bills that require data collection & transparency in the criminal justice 

system, potentially including the revised VA Senate and House bills (SB1687 & 
HB2121) in 2020.  

2. Finding ways to educate the judiciary about bias and inequities in the criminal 
justice system and about resulting repercussions on our communities, especially 
African American communities.  

3. Advocating for policy changes aimed at minimizing inequities in the criminal 
justice system, after data evidence is provided to support the positive impact of 
these policies.  
 

Sources  

Interviews  

 American Civil Liberties Union: Ashna Khanna, Legislative Director; Jenny Glass, 
Director of Advocacy; & Kemba Smith Pradia, Advocacy Campaigns Director 

 Christina Barnes Arrington, Senior Methodologist, Virginia State Crime 
Commission 

 Christopher Rashad Green, Court Watch of Central Virginia, Training & 
Observation 

 Mike Herring, Commonwealth Attorney, City of Richmond 

 Gary Hughes, Director Chesterfield Community Corrections Services 

 Kelly King Horne, Director, Homeward  

 Scott Miles, Commonwealth Attorney Chesterfield County 

 Abby Philips, Chief of Staff, Senator Jennifer McClellan (VA-9) 

 Megan Rollins, President/CEO, Boaz and Ruth  

 Shannon Taylor, Commonwealth Attorney County of Henrico 
 

Immersive Activities  

 13th Documentary  

 Serial Podcast Season 3  

 Court Watch of Central Virginia (CWCVA): Training at New Virginia Majority; & 
Chesterfield Court House Observation and Data Collection (Arraignment Cases)  

https://www.richmondsunlight.com/bill/2019/hb2121
https://www.richmondsunlight.com/bill/2019/sb1687
https://acluva.org/en/legislation/pre-trial-justice-restoring-presumption-innocence-2019
http://vscc.virginia.gov/VSCC%20Pre-Trial%20Highlights%20FINAL.pdf
http://vscc.virginia.gov/VSCC%20Pre-Trial%20Highlights%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.christopherrashad.com/
http://homewardva.org/
http://www.jennifermcclellan.com/page/my-legislation
http://www.boazandruth.com/
https://www.newvirginiamajority.org/

