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To Create Our Opportunity
by Michele R. Scott, CCWF

t is common that LWOP’s like myself turn into
super-achievers. We overload our plate with
significant endeavors such as college, facilitating, heading organizations or committees, personal
pursuits of self-help groups, and basically filling in
every possible minute of our days with a purpose.
For me the truth behind such noble action is that by
staying busy, I am dodging that ever-present fact that
this (life in prison) is it for me. I may feel positive
about who I am today and what I am doing with my
time. However, I am much like a hamster running
on a wheel, expending great effort, and spinning
through my days, but forever on that wheel. What I
have learned about myself:
I am resilient
I do not give up easily
I care about my community
I have the capacity to change and grow
I stand up for what is right
I stand up for myself
I would like to share a quote that resonates within
my soul and my experiences at CCWF. It is from a 16th
century Japanese general named Takamori Siago who
said, “In life there
are two types of
opportunities,
those which we
chance upon and
those which we
create. In times
of difficulty one
must create one’s
opportunity.” We
each have the
ability to create
our opportunity
to heal, learn,
thrive, and to
become
the
person we were
always meant to
be.
n
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M

by Laverne Dejohnette, CCWF

ore people would learn from their mistakes if they
weren’t so busy denying them. I was thumbing
through some random book and seen that
quote. It has become a focal point of my rehabilitation.
Was it a mistake I participated in that murder? No,
that was intentional. Was it a mistake
when I committed
my first crime and
went to prison?
No, that was a result of me wanting
fast money. Was it
a mistake when I
returned to prison
three more times
with new cases? No,
those were choices.
My mistakes were
the constant finger
pointing, denying,
blaming, deflecting,
blatant refusal of any responsibility for my actions.
Was it a mistake I received a LWOP sentence? No, I
can honestly say I earned that sentence. Fast forward
20 years later.
I’ve made peace with my life behind these concrete
walls. Had I never come to prison, I would never have
had the opportunity to learn new things such as small
engine repair, landscaping or carpentry. My life would
have continued down a destructive path of hate, pain
and loss. Only when my life was interrupted and I got
kicked out of the world, did I begin to see my gifts,
talents, strengths and my true essence, along with my
shortcomings, distorted thinking patterns and areas
needing improvement.
I was lost coming from a dysfunctional home,
neighborhood and community. I would never have
acquired the skills of deductive reasoning or how
to use judgment and reason when making critical
choices. Now I can think ahead of my actions and play
out the nature of their consequences. I can heighten
my cognitive awareness and control my responses to
continued on p. 10
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Cambios Legales impactando LWOP
Traducido por Claudia J. Gonzalez

n los últimos años, ha habido
varias decisiones legales y
proyectos de ley que han impactado positivamente a las personas con condenas LWOP. A continuación se muestra un resumen
de algunos de los cambios más importantes.
Miller v. Alabama: El 25 de
junio de 2012, la Corte Suprema
de Estados Unidos dictaminó 5-4
que es inconstitucional imponer
una sentencia LWOP obligatoria
sobre alguien que estaba bajo la
edad de 18 años en el momento
de la infracción. La Corte anuló
todas las leyes que requieren a
un menor de edad ser condenado
a morir en la cárcel. Sentencias
deben incluir la consideración de
la edad cronológica del joven y sus
características distintivas, como la
inmadurez, la impetuosidad y el
fracaso para apreciar los riesgos
y consecuencias. También se
debe tener en cuenta el entorno
familiar y el hogar. La Corte
también aclaro que las sentencias
LWOP discrecionales deben ser
poco común. Tenga en cuenta
que la decisión impacta todas las
condenas LWOP obligatorias pero
todavía permite la condena LWOP

que se impongan a los menores de
edad.
SB 9 se convirtió en la ley de
California en enero de 2013. Esta
ley da una segunda oportunidad
a las personas que eran menores
de 18 años en
el
momento
de su crimen
y
que
fueron
condenadas
a
LWOP.
Pueden
pedir a la corte para
una nueva audiencia de sentencia.
En esa audiencia, tendrán la
posibilidad de adquirir una nueva
sentencia con la posibilidad de
libertad condicional. Las personas
que eran elegibles para el alivio
bajo SB 9, deberían de ver recibido
información sobre este cambio.
Excepciones importantes a SB 9
incluyen delitos donde la tortura
fue utilizada, donde la víctima era
un oficial de seguridad pública, y
si la persona ha estado encarcelada
más de 25 años.
SB 260 entró en vigor el 1 de
enero de 2014. Se le da una segunda
oportunidad a la mayoría de
personas que eran menores de 18
años en el momento de cometer su
delito, y que fueron sentenciados

Colorado decisions

June 1, 2015: 2015 CO 42. Nos. 12SC932, 12SC1022 & 13SC211.
People v. Tate; Banks v. People; Jensen v. People.
In this consolidation of three cases, the Colorado Supreme Court
examined the remedies for defendants who were given sentences that
would be unconstitutional under Miller v. Alabama, 132 S. Ct. 2455
(2012). Miller held that it is a violation of the Eighth Amendment to
sentence juveniles to LWOP without first giving them individualized
sentencing that takes into account their “youth and attendant
characteristics.” Under the statutory scheme in place between 1990
and 2006, all three defendants were given mandatory LWOP sentences
for crimes committed as juveniles.
Two of the cases, Tate and Banks, come on direct review. Miller
therefore applies and renders their sentences unconstitutional. To
preserve as much of the legislature’s work as possible, Tate and
continued on p. 3
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como adultos y condenados a
prisión de adultos. SB 260 reconoce
que los jóvenes son diferentes de los
adultos y establece un proceso de
libertad condicional con diferentes
criterios. Se requiere que la Junta
de
Libertad
Condicional
revise los casos
de personas que
eran
menores
de 18 años en el
momento de su
crimen y sean tratados de manera
diferente en comparación a los
adultos.
NOTA: SB 260 NO es aplicable si:
• Cadena LWOP, PC 190.5
• Cadena perpetua bajo la ley
“Un Strike” por delitos sexuales
particulares, PC667.61
•”Tres
Strikes”
cadena
perpetua en base a dos o más
delitos graves o violentos previos,
PC1170.12; 667(b)-(i)
Pueblo v. Gutierrez y Pueblo
v. Moffett: El 5 de mayo de 2014,
la Corte Suprema de California
anunció decisiones en Pueblo v.
Gutiérrez y Pueblo v. Moffett. Ambos
casos se tratan de sentencias LWOP
transmitidas a jóvenes que estaban
bajo la edad de 18 años en el
momento de la participación en un
homicidio. El Tribunal desaprobó
jurisprudencia de larga data que
se había creado una presunción
de que todos los menores en casos
de circunstancias especiales deben
recibir LWOP. La Corte aclaro que
bajo Miller v. Alabama, tribunales
senténciales deben considerar los
atributos distintivos de los menores
en sentenciar a juveniles. Mientras
que los jóvenes re-sentenciados
bajo el caso aún recibirían 25 años
de vida en la cárcel, estas decisiones
dan esperanza a algunos jóvenes
que sirven LWOP por delitos
cometidos cuando eran niños. n
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Legal Corner

Legal Changes Impacting LWOP

O

ver the past few years, there have been several
legal decisions and legislative bills that have
positively impacted people with LWOP sentences. Below is a summary of some of the major ones.
Miller v. Alabama: On June 25, 2012, the
United States Supreme Court ruled 5-4 that it is
unconstitutional to impose a mandatory LWOP
sentence on someone who was under the age of 18 at the
time of the offense. The Court
struck down all statutes that
require a child to be sentenced
to die in prison. Sentencing
should include consideration
of a child’s chronological age
and its hallmark features, such
as immaturity, impetuosity and
failure to appreciate risks and
consequences. It also should
take into account the family
and home environment. The
Court also was clear that
discretionary LWOP sentences should be rare. Note:
The decision impacts all mandatory LWOP sentences
but still allows for the LWOP sentence to be imposed
on minors.
SB 9 became California law in January 2013. This
law gives a second chance to most people who were
under the age of 18 at the time of their crime and
sentenced to LWOP. They can ask the court for a new
sentencing hearing. At that hearing, they will have the
chance of getting a new sentence with the possibility
of parole. People who were eligible for relief under SB
9 should have received information about this change.
Important exceptions to SB 9 include offenses where
torture was involved, where the victim was a public
safety official, and where the person has already been
in custody more than 25 years.
SB 260 went into effect on January 1, 2014. It gives
a second chance to most people who were under the
age of 18 at the time of their offense, tried as an adult
and sentenced to an adult prison sentence. SB 260
recognizes that youth are different from adults and
establishes a parole process with different criteria.
The parole board is required to review the cases of
people who were under 18 at the time of their crime
and look at them differently than it does people who
were adults.
NOTE: SB 260 does NOT apply if:
• Sentence is LWOP (PC 190.5)
• Life sentence under the “One Strike” law for
particular sex offenses, PC667.61
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• “Three Strikes” life sentence based on two or
more prior serious or violent felonies, PC1170.12;
667(b)-(i)
People v. Gutierrez & People v. Moffett: On May
5, 2014, the California Supreme Court announced
decisions in People v. Gutierrez and People v. Moffett.
Both cases involved LWOP sentences handed down
to youth who were under the age of 18 at the time
of involvement in a homicide.
The
Court
disapproved
longstanding case law that had
created a presumption that all
juveniles in cases involving
special circumstances should
receive LWOP.
The Court
made it clear that under Miller
v. Alabama sentencing courts
must consider the distinctive
attributes of youth in sentencing
juveniles.
While youth resentenced under the case would
still serve 25 years to Life, it gives hope to some young
people serving LWOP for crimes committed when
they were children.					n

Colorado decisions
continued from p. 2

Banks should be given individualized resentencing
hearings that take into account their youth and
attendant characteristics. If the resentencing court
determines LWOP is not warranted, the appropriate
sentence is life with the possibility of parole (LWPP)
after forty years. LWPP is appropriate in that instance
because it was the sentence given both before 1990
and after 2006, and thus is what the legislature
likely would have intended had they known about
the subsequent constitutional rulings. The Court
therefore remanded the cases for an individualized
resentencing hearing to determine whether LWOP is
warranted. If LWOP is not warranted, LWPP should
be imposed.
The third case, Jensen, is a CAR 50 petition that
came on collateral review of a final judgment. As
such, the issue is whether Miller applies retroactively.
Because the new rule from Miller is procedural
rather than substantive and is not a watershed rule
of procedure, it does not apply retroactively to cases
on collateral review of a final judgment. It therefore
does not apply to Jensen.			
n
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LWOP--Las condenas crueles e inusuales deben de terminar!
Traducido por Claudia J. Gonzalez

ay aproximadamente 176
mujeres y personas transgénero en las cárceles de
mujeres condenadas a LWOP - La
vida sin libertad condicional. Estas personas han sido designadas
“lo peor de lo peor”, irremediable y sin remedio por el estado
de California. Están siendo condenadas a muerte a través
del encarcelamiento, sin embargo, muy pocos miembros
del público se dan cuenta de
que una sentencia de este
tipo es posible o que Estados Unidos es el único país
en el mundo que cuenta con
miles de mujeres y hombres
que fueron condenados a
LWOP siendo menores de
edad. California también
encarcela a muchos más a
múltiples cadenas perpetuas de vida consecutivas o a
sentencias de 50 o más años
de vida.
Las condenas LWOP se
hicieron más comunes en
California cuando la pena
de muerte fue suspendida por la
Corte Suprema de Estados Unidos
entre 1972- 1976. A pesar de que
California restableció la pena de
muerte en 1977, LWOP continuó
proliferando, proyectado como
‘más humano ‘ que la pena
de muerte. En 2012, cuando
la iniciativa ‘California SAFE’
estuvo en la boleta electoral para
abolir la pena de muerte y dar a
todos los presos condenados a
muerte sentencias LWOP, muchos
condenados a muerte fueron
algunos de los que se opusieron a
esta iniciativa fracasada.
¿Quiénes son las personas
en las prisiones de mujeres
sirviendo LWOP? Muchas son
sobrevivientes de abuso continuo,
tanto a través de la infancia y la
edad adulta, y su condena LWOP
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está directamente relacionada
con su abuso. Muchas fueron
condenadas cuando aún eran
jóvenes y están literalmente
crecieron y envejeciendo en las
prisiones. Para muchas, fue su
primer contacto con el sistema
judicial penal. Irónicamente, en
las cárceles de mujeres, LWOPs

son las personas en quien la
administración depende para ser
las influencias estables y poder
mantener programas. Son las
personas que sientan vigilia a
cuidar los enfermos graves y los
que van a morir. Ellas se encargan
de las bibliotecas de la ley,
escriben los boletines educativos
y dan estabilidad y continuidad
a la comunidad penitenciaria.
Sin embargo, un juez ha dictado
una sentencia que les impide ser
parte de sus comunidades en
el exterior. LWOPs se excluyen
sistemáticamente de muchos
tipos de programación en prisión,
y a menudo, se ponen en los
niveles más altos de la custodia
restringida (Close A o B) por
años, independientemente de
su conducta actual. Este tipo de

políticas discriminatorias hacia
las personas con condenas LWOP
tienen que terminar!
En los últimos años, algunas
decisiones legales importantes
han limitado las sentencias LWOP,
especialmente hacia los jóvenes
(vea pg. 2). En todo el país,
los activistas están montando
campañas para pedir el fin
de LWOP, como la Coalición
para Abolir la Muerte
por Encarcelamiento en
Pennsylvania y La Otra Pena
de Muerte, que fue iniciada
por Kenneth Hartmann
actualmente
cumpliendo
LWOP en Lancaster, CA
(vea pg. 10).
En 2014 CCWP creo
un proyecto de narración
multimedia,
‘A
Living
Chance’ o ‘Una Oportunidad
de Vivir’ en colaboración
con las personas que están
sirviendo LWOP en las
prisiones de mujeres en
California, para educar
al público acerca de la
sentencia LWOP y dar voz a los
que han sido condenados a vivir el
resto de sus vidas encarcelados. En
esta edición de Fire Inside podrás
ver fotos y pinturas, y también
leer las historias de algunas de
estas personas. Nuestra esperanza
es que la verdad de estas
historias expondrá la crueldad e
irracionalidad detrás LWOP.
Muchas
personas
con
LWOP desafían la gravedad
de esta sentencia mediante la
reivindicación de sus siglas
de LWOP o Vida Perpetua sin
Libertad Condicional a Vida con
Posibilidad o Vida con Propósito.
Este sentido de esperanza
fortalece nuestra lucha colectiva
para cambiar las bases crueles de
LWOP y todas las condenas de
vida.				 n
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LWOP — Cruel & Unusual Sentence Must Go!

T

here are approximately 176 women and
transgender people in women’s prisons
sentenced to LWOP – Life Without Parole.
They have been labeled “the worst of the worst,”
hopeless and beyond redemption, by the state of
California. They have been sentenced to death by
incarceration, yet very few members of the public realize that such a sentence is possible or that
the United States is the only country in the world
that has thousands of women and men who were
sentenced to LWOP as minors. California also
imprisons many more to multiple consecutive
life sentences or sentences of 50 or more years
to life.
LWOP sentences became more common in
California when the death penalty was suspended
by the US Supreme Court from 1972-1976. Even
as California reinstated the death penalty in 1977,
LWOP continued to
proliferate, projected as
‘more humane’ than the
death penalty. In 2012
when the California
“SAFE” initiative was
on the ballot to abolish
the
death
penalty
and give all death
row prisoners LWOP
sentences
instead,
many
death
row
prisoners were among
those who opposed the
failed initiative.
Who are the people
in women’s prisons
serving LWOP? Many
are
survivors
of
continuous abuse, both
through childhood and
their adult years, and
their LWOP sentence is
directly related to their
abuse. Many were convicted when they were still
youth and are literally growing up—and growing
old-- inside. For many, it was their first contact
with the criminal legal system. Ironically, in the
women’s prisons LWOPs are the ones routinely
relied upon by the prison administration to be
the stable influences and the worker bees that
keep prison programs going. They are the people
who sit vigil and care for the severely ill and
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those about to die. They staff the law libraries,
work on the educational newsletters and bring
stability and continuity to the prison community.
Yet a judge has handed down a sentence that bars
them from ever being part of their communities
on the outside. LWOPs are routinely excluded
from many types of prison programming and are
often put on higher levels of restricted custody
(Close A or B) for years regardless of their actual
conduct. These types of discriminatory policies
towards people with LWOP sentences need to
stop!
Over the past few years, some important
legal decisions have limited LWOP sentences,
especially for youth (see Legal Corner pg.
3). Across the country, activists are mounting
campaigns calling for an end to LWOP, such as
the Coalition to Abolish Death by Incarceration in
Pennsylvania and The
Other Death Penalty,
started by Kenneth
Hartmann
currently
serving
LWOP
in
Lancaster, CA (see pg.
10).
In
2014
CCWP
created a multimedia
storytelling
project,
A Living Chance, in
collaboration
with
people serving LWOP
in California women’s
prisons, to educate the
public about LWOP
sentencing and to give a
voice to those who have
been sentenced to live
the rest of their lives
in prison. In this issue
of Fire Inside you will
Paper Buck
see photos, paintings
and read the stories of
some of these people. Our hope is that the truth
of these stories will expose the viciousness and
irrationality behind LWOP.
Many people with LWOP challenge the
severity of this sentence by reclaiming its
acronym to mean Life With Possibility or Life
With Purpose. This sense of hope strengthens our
collective fight to change the cruel foundations
of LWOP and all life-term sentences.		
n
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Commutation Process
by Mary Stroder, CCWF

W

e have all heard about applying for commutation through the Governor (Gov.), but
many of us are left with questions about the
process, what to include and when to file. Hopefully,
this will provide you with information to answer your
questions.
First off, felons must have exhausted all of their
appeals. If you are an LWOP, I suggest you put in more
time before applying for commutation. Commutations
are extremely rare and are not like court processes.
As explained to me by my attorney’s assistant, it is
more like a gift from the Gov. He is not under any
time constraints and there is no requirement that the
Gov. inform you if your application is denied. It is not
possible to estimate when a final determination will
be reached on your application. You will be contacted
only if the Gov. takes action or if more information is
needed. Once your application is submitted, it is not
necessary to contact the Gov.’s office to check on the
status.
You must submit your packet with the official
clemency/commutation application. You request this
form from the Gov.’s office. You cannot make a copy of
someone else’s form. You must use an original form.
A log number will be assigned to your application in
30 or more days after it is submitted. This number
is what you will use when/if you want to send
additional information such as recently completed
group chronos, certificates of achievement, and
support letters. To submit additional information or
copies of documents you believe would be of value to
the Gov. in making a determination in your case, or to
notify the Gov.’s office about an address change, send
mail to: Gov. Brown, Office of Legal Affairs/Pardons,
State Capitol, Sacramento, CA 95814. This is the same
address to use when requesting your clemency/
commutation application. Do not send any original
documents as all materials are retained in the case file
and cannot be returned.
If the Gov. feels you may be worthy of commutation,
he may submit your application and packet to the
Board of Parole Hearings for them to investigate/
review. Title 15 Division 2, §2818 states:
In all cases referred to the board for investigation
by the Governor, full board shall consider the
recommendation to be made to the Governor
regarding pardon and/or commutation. The
recommendation of the majority of the full board
shall be the board’s recommendation to the Governor.
Full Board or en banc hearings are held the third
week of each month. If you are slated for review, it
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will show on the Board’s website by the end of the
second week of the month. A family member or friend
can monitor the website to see if you pop up. If you
do, it is a good sign but not a guarantee that your
commutation will be granted.
If you are a twice convicted felon, your application
will have a different review process. For further
information on this process or to read about the
commutation process in general, see PC §4800-4805.
The following is some basic information about what
to include with your application:
• Letter summarizing your crime, what you have
done while in prison, and your parole & support
system. Include any write-ups. Make this letter
sound like a narrative, yet not overly detailed.
• Causative factors
• Insight writings
• Parole plans (try to get acceptance into a program)
• Healthy Relationship Plan/ Sober Living Plan
(aka Relapse Prevention Plan)
• Self-help (Make sure to briefly share something
you learned from the group/class, how it relates
to your old thinking, and how you have applied it
to your growth & rehabilitation.)
• Support letters
• General resume
• Vocational Training/ Education
• Board-style Risk Assessment (This may not be
possible in all cases as this does cost money.)
• If you do not have an assessment done, be sure to
include copies of all of your chronos for self-help,
education, etc.
When putting together your packet for submission,
remember to put your best foot forward. Make your
presentation like a Board presentation. Talk with your
peers who have BPH experience, especially those
who have been granted parole. They are a wealth of
information and wisdom. Do the work, the hard work.
And never give up.					
n
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Folsom Women’s Facility

O

by Anonymous

n behalf of the women of
Folsom Women’s Facility
(FWF) I am writing this to
let the public know about the living conditions of our facility. FWF
was opened early 2013 and established as a re-entry facility, a stepping-stone for female offenders,
enabling them to reintegrate back
into society successfully. Women
were lured to FWF with the promise of better job opportunities, life
skill workshops and better living
conditions. As FWF was established as a level I or II, no 115 or
serious violent disciplinary policy
prisoners were accepted.
Since the summer of 2014
FWF has become any other level
4 facility, with no understandable
criteria to be had. Bunks have been
added increasing the population
by more than 100 women, from
less than 400 women at full
capacity. FWF is over 500 women
and bunks are continuing to be
installed. FWF is an open dorm

facility. Due to the population
increase, in some living sections
there are only two toilets and one
shower for 30 women. Many of us
were under the impression that
the realignment was to prevent
overcrowding. Why is this being
allowed to happen here?
The level of violence has
increased since the transfer of
high-risk level 3 and 4 inmates.
Many believe it is a danger to our
security due to open dorm living.
According to prison policy, level
4 are not to be housed in open
dorm setting. Did I mention there
are only 2 correctional officers
per dorm, which house over 200
women each? Violence is occurring
which no one can see or control.
Many correctional officers refuse
to work permanently at FWF since
it has become a dumping ground.
The level of violence, dysfunction,
and instability continue to increase
with the lack of permanent staff.
Triple CMS inmates are now
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being transferred to FWF and
there have been several serious
suicide attempts. One individual
was rushed to the hospital to
be stabilized. The mental health
program is clearly inadequate as
it was established with only one
psychologist.
The FWF visiting program
is
extremely
poor.
Family
reunification goes out the window
in a 30 x 40 foot room that can hold
less than 100 people. Visits are
terminated every weekend, some
after less than two hours. The
women of FWF have continuously
requested to administration to
provide a new structure since
FWF opened two years ago, but
administration refuses to take any
action.
The women of FWF want to be
heard. Why is this being allowed
to happen to us at this facility? I
humbly ask on behalf of all of us
at FWF that our safety and welfare
be taken into consideration.
n
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A Living Chance: Storytelling
The deepest and most
painful feeling is feeling
forgotten by the world, and
alone in this fight.
What keeps me going
on a daily basis is the fact
that I need to be an example
to my children, and so I do
something every day that’s
positive and productive so
they can see that I am still
living, loving, and giving.
Stacey Dyer

Eileen
LWOP doesn’t discriminate.
Easy to obtain, pretty close to
impossible to get rid of.
Eileen Huber

Anna

pt to
t attem rs,
s
r
fi
y
m
othe
This is
elf and th
s
y
m
r
i
fight fo s taken my fa zales
a
on
h
G
P
LWO
Solina

I wanted to be loved so
badly that I did whatever
I felt I had to just to feel
loved. Awareness is where
it can begin.
Amy Davis

Mimi
To believe that a person
is not capable of change and
so therefore must live out the
rest of their life in prison is
the very meaning of cruel and
unusual punishment.
Mimi Lee

I want people to know
that I am not my crime.
Monica McCarrick
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My Family helps me
to keep that hope alive,
knowing that one day I will
be reunited with them.
Gina Marie Apodaca

The most difficult part of
LWOP is the unknown. Not
ever being able to see a future
for myself. No teenager
deserves to die in prison.
Ceona Harvey

Judith
Somewhere you begin to
understand that everything
takes time and impatience
serves no purpose.
Judith Barnett
I learned that family
doesn’t mean blood relatives.
Family can be a friend who
loves you and supports you.
Joann Parks

When staff is mad at me at
the end of the day I know I’ve
done my job for my peers…
Tammy Garvin
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to End Life Without Parole
I might have been
sentenced to life in prison but
I’m free within my soul.
Christina Martinez

Boualy

I’m not only fighting for
myself and fellow LWOPS,
but for my mom, children,
grandchildren (family). They
are also doing time with me,
but outside of prison.
Veronica Robles

I would like a chance for
my insight and passion to
influence the world.
Natalie DeMola

Healing in prison comes
from complete strangers that
come into your life and prove
to you through actions that
love does exist in the this ugly
world I’m involved in.
Boualy Mangsanghanh

childhood
early
My
of emotional, sexual and
physical abuse generated my
previous belief that I was
inherently flawed, “less than”
others. Lacking self-esteem,
I belived that others would
only accept me based on my
outer appearance not value
my inner self.
Michele Scott
I believe that growing up
in a violent home, suffering
from the effects of battering
and being sexually abused at a
very young age are the biggest
contributors to the beliefs I had
adopted about myself.
Meiko Leggett
No one should be considered
beyond redemption.
Malinda Jones
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Natalie

Hope is a feeling which
cannot be taken away, unless
you give it up.
Nourn Ny

Tammy

The day I was sentenced
to life without parole, my
family too was sentenced.
Winona Weathers

One of the hardest things
about being a LWOP is
hearing my children say that
I won’t be home due to my
sentence. They have lost hope
and it has broken my heart.
Adriana Vasco

I’m still here. I’m still a person.
I’m still alive. I’m still worthy.
Krysten Amber Webber

Billie Simões Belo, Artist for A Living Chance

H

ello CCWP members! My name is Billie Simões Belo. I am
a painter working with Adrienne Skye Roberts on A Living
Chance project. I have been painting portraits from photographs of people serving LWOP in California’s women’s prisons. I will be completing 30 portraits, all 11x14 oil paint on wood
panel. It is an honor to be a part of this project; to be standing with
those who are fighting for their lives and for the lives of so many
who are threatened by the prison system. My work is in dedication to this struggle and my heart is with you all. Billie painted all
these portraits. To see more go to www.alivingchance.com. n
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The Other Death Penalty Project

K

enneth Hartman, who
is serving LWOP in
California state prison in Lancaster, started The
Other Death Penalty Project
in 2008. The project raises
awareness about and organizes to abolish life without
parole with other LWOPs. In
Kenneth’s words, “Our ultimate goal is to see the permanent end to the use of this
form of state-sanctioned execution (along with all other
forms), resulting in all life term prisoners having, at least, the possibility of parole.” The group refuses to accept the logic that promoting LWOP is a necessary strategy in the movement to abolish
capital punishment. They include people on death row and all lifers in their organizing strategy. For more info write to: The Other
Death Penalty Project, PO Box 1486, Lancaster, CA 93584 and online: info@theotherdeathpenalty.org. You can also write: Kenneth
E. Hartman, C-19449,
CSP-LAC/A2-217, P.O. Box 4430, Lancaster, CA 93539-4430 n

Living Now

continued from p. 1
everyday scenarios, even the
unpleasant ones. I changed
my world from behind these
concrete walls. As a result,
I’ve convinced myself I am
a good person. I am worthy
of something better. I don’t
have to exercise abuse, anger,
violence or pain. I can strive
for more.
For all the LWOPs and
lifers struggling with the
idea of their time, I know it’s
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difficult to be here when every
molecule of your body wants
to be somewhere else. Yet,
you’re hurting yourself by
not living in the now. You’re
also hurting yourself if you
do not begin the journey into
self-reflection, improvement,
growth and ultimately, change.
As an LWOP I may never get
out of prison. So the question I
ask you is, “When shall I live if
not now?”		
n

L

Lifers on LWOP

OWP is like a death sentence: you are
sentenced to die in prison. LWOP sentences are supposed to be for “special
circumstances,” like “lying in wait” to commit murder. But you may have just been
driving by another neighborhood when the
situation arose that led to the crime. LWOP
sentences are more often handed out to
people who don’t believe police are your
friends, specifically minorities. If you don’t
snitch on what you may have seen you are
treated as an “accomplice.” Some LWOPs
here are “accomplices” who get the same
sentence as the actual shooter, even though
they did not shoot. Most LWOP prisoners
attend all available self-help groups. They
want to rehabilitate. And yet they are left in
here to die.
LWOP is especially wrong when given
to young people. Studies show that human
brain is not yet fully developed until at
least age 25. Certainly, young people do not
have the life experience to engage in the
kind of pre-meditation that might be used
as justification for the harshest sentence
possible. LWOP sentence is cruel, even
though it is not an unusual punishment
because it is handed out so frequently.
			
— Valerie Juarez n
LWOP people deserve a chance, too. We
may have made bad choices and decisions
in our lives, but people do change when
they work on it. We can rehabilitate. God
gave us compassion and dignity. We are
made in his image, after all. I know I have
grown and learned. Empathy and love is
a way to change things, to fix the coldness
in society. No one knows more about the
power of empathy and love than those
of us who have been denied it. Give us a
chance to give it back to our communities.
We can do it!
	— Fonda Gayden n

SUPPORT THE FIRE INSIDE

If you are not in prison, are getting The
Fire Inside in the mail and have NOT made
a donation in the past year, PLEASE do so
now. See address on back page.

The Fire Inside

History of LWOP Sentencing

T

by Colby Lenz

he US criminal legal system has included life
without parole sentencing for over a century.
The earliest version of LWOP was in habitual
criminal statutes, what we now refer to as mandatory
minimums or three-strikes law. Although early 20th
century laws allowed for life-term sentencing, in practice prisoners were eventually deemed rehabilitated
and released. Until the 1970s LWOP was a rare sentence; indeterminate sentencing and granting parole
were the norm.
LWOP sentencing changed in 1972 when the US
Supreme Court banned the death penalty in Furman
v. Georgia. People on death row had their sentences
commuted to life or LWOP, and some eventually
paroled out. In 1976, the U.S. Supreme Court
reinstated the death penalty in Gregg v. Georgia.
Anti-death penalty groups
proposed LWOP as the “best
substitute” for the death
penalty. These US Supreme
Court decisions occurred
during an overall turn in
US criminal justice in the
1970s from rehabilitation to
a law-and-order approach.
The dramatic rise in LWOP
sentencing
came
from
a combination of death
penalty reform and “tough
on crime” policies. State
mandatory
minimum
laws required judges to
impose life without parole
sentences.
Life-term sentencing changes on the federal
level mirrored changes in state laws. In 1984, the
US Sentencing Commission formed to establish
federal Sentencing Guidelines to make sentencing
more uniform and to reduce disparities. Instead,
the guidelines set harsh mandatory sentences that
lengthened prison time and eliminated judicial
discretion in sentencing. This was also fueled by the
national War on Drugs. Federal and state legislators set
mandatory minimum sentences for drug convictions,
including minor possession charges.
Between 1993 and 2013, the number of people
sentenced to LWOP quadrupled even while violent
crime declined. Six states and the federal system
have abolished parole for prisoners sentenced to
life, meaning that all life sentences in these states are
LWOP. In 37 states, LWOP is now allowed for non-
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homicide crimes such as drug sales and carjacking.
In 29 states, LWOP is a mandatory sentence for
certain crimes. First degree murder, especially when
associated with another felony (the “felony murder
rule”) or with “aggravating circumstances,” carries a
mandatory LWOP sentence in many states.
Between 1992 and 2008, the rate of people on
death row increased 31%, while the population of
people serving life without parole increased by 170%.
Statistics show that when LWOP is an option, juries are
less inclined to sentence people to capital punishment.
The role of racism and sexism in LWOP sentencing is
not well documented, but is of great concern. Of the
total LWOP population in the US, 66.4% of people are
classified as “non-white.”
The US is one of a few countries sentencing
huge numbers of people to
LWOP and continuing to use
the felony murder rule. The
felony murder rule increases
penalties for people charged
with an unintended killing
while committing another
felony (i.e. a burglary which
results in a murder). This rule
also makes an accomplice as
liable for murder as the person
charged with committing
it. More than 30 US states,
including California, have
a felony murder rule for
accomplices.
The history of LWOP in
California follows national
trends. In 1976, LWOP was added to the CA penal
code; it went into effect in 1978. By 2012, California
had sentenced 4,603 people to LWOP and by December
2013 there were 39,250 people imprisoned for lifeterms. This represents more than a quarter of the total
number of life-sentenced prisoners in the US.
California’s special circumstances murder laws
developed as part of death penalty reform. If a murder
is elevated to special circumstances, the death penalty
or LWOP are the only possible sentences. This has
greatly increased the number of offenses eligible for
mandatory LWOP. Crime Victims United, California’s
most influential and punitive crime victim group
(created and funded primarily by the CCPOA, the
prison guards’ union), sponsored the expanding
definition of special circumstances laws in 1977, 1982
and 1990.						
n
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Sandra Bland, #SayHerName

I

n the news that we’ve seen as of late,
you could stand there, surrender to
the cops, and still be killed. From
Sandra Bland’s Facebook video
commentary before her death.

CCWP joins with millions
across the country who are enraged
by the death of Sandra Bland in
Waller County Texas jail cell on
July 13, 2015. Sandra Bland was a
young Black woman from Illinois,
an activist with Black Lives Matter,

who was, according to friends and
family, excited about her new job
in Texas. She was stopped for a
minor traffic violation on July 10,
was pulled out of the car, beaten,
arrested, and jailed by a police
officer. Two days later Sandra was
dead. Her death was labeled a
suicide by the Waller County Sheriff
Glen Smith, but her family and
friends immediately questioned
that she would commit suicide
and demanded an independent
investigation. Sandra Bland’s death
has become a rallying point for the
growing movement against police,
jail and prison violence against
Black and other people of color
across the country. Below is an
excerpt from an article by Tamura
A. Lomax published in The Feminist
Wire, July 22, 2015.

I found power in Sandra’s voice.
In Sandra I heard Sojourner Truth,
Harriet Tubman and Fannie Lou
Hamer. I saw a woman who knew
her power, who refused to accept
white supremacist antiblackness
as normative. I saw a woman
who refused to let the police state
have her. I saw a woman who was
rightfully angry and refused to be
quiet about it. I saw a woman who
found joy in her work and had every
intention of making a difference in
this world. I saw a woman who
knew her value. I saw a woman
who chose her own pleasures, to
include smoking cigarettes while
driving. I saw a woman who knew
the power of voice and who knew
the power of media.
#SayHerName		
n

Mariposa & the Saint

F

our stirring performances of the play Mariposa &
the Saint were presented in the Bay Area between
May 7-10, 2015. The play was created through letters written by Mariposa (Sara Fonseca) to Julia Steele
Allen about Mariposa’s experience
in the CIW SHU. Over the course
of two years, Julia and Mariposa (a
Native Mi’Wok woman) developed
the play which shines a light on the
torture of solitary confinement and
the specific ways in which isolation
impacts women.
Two benefit performances for
CCWP played to sold-out crowds.
A conversation about solitary and
the conditions inside the women’s
prisons followed each performance.
Many participants wrote postcards
to Mariposa and also signed
letters to legislators asking for an
independent investigation into the
many deaths which have occurred
at CIW this past year. Mariposa & the
Saint will be touring in other parts
of the country over the next year in
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conjunction with campaigns to end or limit the use of
long term solitary confinement. For information or to
book Mariposa & the Saint, contact: juliasteeleallen@
gmail.com.
n
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Hugo “Yogi” Pinell

March 10, 1945 – August 12, 2015

Hugo Pinell with daughter Allegra a few days before his death

R

espected prison leader Hugo Pinell was killed
in prison on August 10, 2015. Incarcerated in
1965, Hugo became politicized inside the California prison system. He spent almost 46 years in solitary in prisons including Tehachapi, Corcoran and
Pelican Bay. There, despite being locked in a cell for
23 hours a day, he continued to work for racial unity
and an end to the torturous conditions and racially
and politically motivated placement of people into
the SHU.

Free Book Program

Libro Libre Books, c/o Giles Corey Press, Po Box
43, Santa Barbara, CA 93101. Write & Request By
Category: 3 Free Books Every 3 months. California
Only. Donations of stamps can always be used but
not a must.

O

Victory against use of solitary

n Sept. 1, 2015, a legal settlement was
announced between the state and a core
group of inmates held in isolation for a
decade or more at Pelican Bay State Prison that
ends the use of solitary confinement to control
prison gangs. After years of prisoner led hunger
strikes, family advocacy and litigation, California
has agreed to move thousands of prisoners out
of solitary confinement. The state agreed to create small, high-security units that keep people in
a group setting where they are entitled to many
of the same privileges as other prisoners: contact
visits, phone calls and educational and rehabilitation programs.

“In 1967 when I joined the liberation movement in
San Quentin, one of the goals was to build a new man, the
way Brother Malcolm X showed we could. We don’t know
how long it will take to create that new, beautiful world.
It might take generations. But if we continually work
at it and try to create the new man in ourselves, we can
achieve a personal freedom. I go through different changes
to stay human for I will never get used to isolation and
deprivation.”						n

Prison Resistance Writing Wanted

Prison Action News, a newsletter for prisoners
worldwide, is publishing a special issue featuring
writings by women, trans people and gendernonconforming folks. Please identify yourself
as one of the above categories when submitting
articles of 500 words or less. Send all submissions
by Jan. 1, 2016 to: PAN, PO Box 832, Watertown,
MA 02472, or online:
prisonactionnews@riseup.net

California Coalition for Women Prisoners

Art by Peter Collins

From a statement sent by Hugo Pinell to the
California Coalition for Women Prisoners in 2013:

California Prisoner Representatives wrote, “This
settlement represents a monumental victory for prisoners
and an important step toward our goal of ending solitary
confinement in California, and across the country.
California’s agreement to abandon indeterminate SHU
confinement based on gang affiliation demonstrates the
power of unity and collective action. This victory was
achieved by the efforts of people in prison, their families
and loved ones, lawyers, and outside supporters.The
movement began with a foundation of unity based on our
Agreement to End Hostilities, an agreement between the
various ethnic groups in California prisons to end the
violence between us.”		
n
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A Culture of Change
by Jane Dorotik CIW

T

o some, the concept of prisons and compassion seem
opposed. Prisons are not easy
places to live. There is so much internal struggling for power and
dominance among inmates, staff,
and protocols. But if ever a system needed more compassion, it
would be the prison system where
nothing, almost nothing, is given
kindness or consideration.
The creation of Compassionate
Companions Program here at CIW
seemed initially to be a far
fetched altruistic illusion. But
with a little vision on the part
of some new administrators, a
Compassionate Companions
Program (CCP) was begun.
The purpose of CCP as
authorized by Warden Hughes
is to provide clearly defined
support
and
compassion
for fellow inmates who are
experiencing
any
serious
illness, grief, loss or other
catastrophic emotional even.
A vigil will be maintained for
inmates at end stage of life so
they do not have to cross that
threshold alone. The intention is
to uphold their dignity and ease
their suffering. The CCP does
not provide crisis counseling nor
does it replace nursing or medical
care, but it does offer listening,
companionship,
letter-writing,
and a broad range of support and
friendship within the constraints
of CIW regulations.
Our volunteer group received
significant hours of training in
palliative care, suicide and bullying
prevention, and relationship/
consensus building. I’ll offer some
examples of typical interventions
and requests for assistance. At the
request of Mental Health Services,
CCP members were asked to assist
Ms. X who had recently received
a terminal diagnosis. We went to
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see Ms. X after clearing our visit
with housing staff and were able
to provide support for her in
several ways:
• We accompanied Ms. X to her
regularly scheduled medical
visits and assisted in getting
her
immediate
comfort
needs met. She was having
difficulty walking and needed
a wheelchair, but prison
bureaucracy was moving very
slowly. Ms. X got a wheelchair

that very day.
Ms. X needed an increase in her
weekly allotment of Depends.
Once nursing staff was made
aware of her dilemma, she got
two more boxes that day and
they promised to keep her
supplied.
• We reviewed Ms. X’s wishes
for this last stage of her
treatment. She wanted to
remain in her housing unit for
the time being, and this was
practical although not popular
among staff. We supported
this wish, and she was able to
stay in her unit.
• We
provided
emotional
support for her anxiety about
her future.
Ms. X asked for assistance
in expediting her petition for
compassionate release which
her oncologist had written, but
not in correct CDC format. We
•

accompanied her to a visit with
the Chief Medical Officer who
would make the final decision.
Her release was approved and
processed within a few days.
There was a second opportunity
for CCP to act after the sudden
and unexpected death overnight
of an inmate in Latham A who was
very dear to all of us. Our housing,
medical and responding staff all
handled this death efficiently and
sensitively. The Program Office
called me to be present when
the roommate was informed.
All of Latham community
rallied to help those who
reacted most strongly to this
death. What became even more
critical was to immediately
squelch the rumor mill that the
roommate did not inform staff
quickly enough or even that
the roommate was responsible
for the death of her friend,
partially inflated when staff
followed procedure in placing
the roommate in handcuffs while
escorting her to medical for a
routine evaluation (7219). This
poor roommate was traumatized
by finding her friend unconscious.
I gathered all the CCP
members on Latham A and asked
them to help squelch this bogus
and dangerous rumor, soliciting
support from our housing staff.
The CCP members were fantastic
and within 24 hours the whole
rumor mill had been put to rest.
Each CCP member gave examples
of how they squelched the
rumors—in the med line, dining
hall, everywhere.
These are classic examples of
the ability of our CCP group to
support one another and to bring a
culture of change in a system that
is generally insensitive, steeped
in dominance and unaware of
individual needs.		
n
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Empowerment through Healthy Community

O

n June 6, 2015 over 1000 people participated in
a health fair at CCWF in Chowchilla. The idea
was initiated by members of the Juvenile Offenders Cmte. (JOC) and Peer Health Educators and
was staffed by people from both outside and inside
prison.
This was not your normal health fair, but one that
addressed the specific issues and concerns of women
and transgender people in women’s prison. All of
the topic specific information was welcomed and
needed, but it was equally important that the Health
Fair acknowledged and reinforced the tremendously
strong and caring community that exists inside
CCWF. The number of peer health counselors, library
assistants, LWOP Support Group members, Caring
Companions (providing comfort to the very ill and
dying), who build and serve and strengthen the
CCWF community every day was awe-inspiring and
humbling to everyone.
There were plenty of booths chock full of
information: Gender and Sexuality, with a focus
on transgender identity and health issues; Trauma
and Recovery, addressing suicide prevention and
surviving sexual, physical and emotional trauma;
Overdose prevention and Harm Reduction, including
info on HIV and Hep C and being an ally to people in
recovery; Disability & Chronic illness and advocacy,
including cancer, breast health, diabetes, blood
pressure and heart health and how to file the NEW
updated 1824 ADA form; Bullying- how to stop it and
be an ally; education programs in the prison, among
others.

Every info table was co-planned and staffed
by people inside the prison (JOC, LWOP Support
Group, Peer Educators), and people from outside,
including members of CCWP, Transgender Intersex
Variant Justice Proj. (TJIJP), 3 doctors from the UCSF
Family Medicine Residents program and Centerforce.
Dolores Canales, former prisoner, co-founder of CA
Families Against Solitary Confinement and a member
of the Family Unity Network, unfortunately did not
receive security clearance in a timely manner, and so
was not able to bring the Family Unity info to the
day.
The prisoners’ band played throughout the day,
providing wonderful music that contributed to a
true community fair atmosphere. There were also
presentations from the Asian-Pacific Islanders Dance
group and a Hip Hop dance team. We ended the day
with a circle of all of us who had worked together to
make the fair a success. It was a powerful experience
of community strength and love.
The impacts from the Fair will be felt for a long
time on both sides of the prison walls. From inside
people say the health information is on file at the
library and continues to be distributed in every yard.
And because of the powerful presence and education
by our transgender brothers at CCWF, the LWOP
Support Group is “looking at renaming our section
[of the newsletter] as ‘Resilient Residents’ [from
Resilient Women] …to nullify any gender specific
designation and allow the door open for others not
necessarily LWOP to share submissions within our
section.” 						n

California Coalition for Women Prisoners invites and encourages all women and transgender people who have
been or are inside women’s prisons to send us your writing, letters, artwork, or poetry.
Please send your stories, art and poetry.
We will not use your name unless you check the box below:
q
I want my name to appear in the newsletter
Name:
Mail to:

q

I would like to get the next issue of The Fire Inside

California Coalition for Women Prisoners
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Come work with us!

CCWP volunteer nights are on the
1st Wednesday of every month at 6 p.m.
1540 Market St., Room 490, San Francisco
Contact us: (415) 255-7036 x4
www.womenprisoners.org
Fax: (415) 552-3150,
Email: info@womenprisoners.org
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CCWP Mission

CCWP is a grassroots social justice organization, with members inside and
outside prison, that challenges the institutional violence imposed on women,
transgender people and communities of color by the prison industrial complex
(PIC). We see the struggle for racial and gender justice as central to dismantling
the PIC, and we prioritize the leadership of the people, families and communities
most impacted in building this movement.

Funded in part by Van LobenSels Rembe Rock, Women’s Foundation RGHR Giving Circle, Left Tilt, Ben & Jerry’s, Solidago
Resist, Sunshine Lady, Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, Junior League of San Francisco, Sparkplug, People’s Life Fund

Yes, I want to support women prisoners!
q

Please contact me to volunteer

q

Enclosed is $25 contribution to help send a newsletter subscription to a woman in prison

q

Enclosed is my contribution of $
Name:
Address:
Phone/email:
Please make checks payable to: CCWP/LSPC, 1540 Market St., Room 490, San Francisco, CA 94102

