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All Of Us Or None

All of Us or None is an organizing movement started by formerly incarcerated individuals to challenge the pervasive discrimination that formerly
incarcerated people, people in prison, and our family members face. Our goal is to strengthen the voices of people most affected by mass
incarceration and the growth of the prison industrial complex. Through our grassroots organizing, we will build a powerful political movement to
win full restoration of our human and civil rights.
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Guest columnist Professor James Kilgore
writes about how COVID and the subsequent

Aminah Elster rarely spoke about her
incarceration when she was first imprisoned,
haunted by a feeling of shame. Then she
realized her story not only empowered her to
make change but empowered other women
who had suffered. She hasn’t stopped working
towards progress since. Page 3

In the summer of activism, the nationwide
network of All of Us or None chapters hasn’t
missed a beat. Organizers have been fighting
the good fight on all fronts: from COVID in
prison and jail to systemic racism pervading
law enforcement agencies across the country.
Catch up on a busy summer of action. Page 8

mass releases are catalyzing the electronic
monitoring business, allowing parole
officers to become even more invasive
through things like cellphone apps with no
proof of their effectiveness. Page 4

The Devil’s Deal:
Plea Bargaining and the
De Facto Sixth Amendment
The 6th Amendment of the United States grants each person the right to trial. Since the
invention of the plea bargain, however, individuals who choose to exercise that right are,
more often than not, severely penalized for doing so. This month’s feature looks at the vast
discrepancies between what prosecutors and judges say cases are worth when they offer a
plea and the time they dole out if a case is taken to trial. Page 6

Feature
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All of Us Or None
Self-Determination
Pledge
As members of All of Us or None,
we pledge:
• To demand the right to speak in
our own voices
• To treat each other with respect
and not allow differences to divide us
• To accept responsibility for any
acts that may have caused harm to
our families, our communities or
ourselves.
• To fight all forms of discrimination
• To help build the economic stability
of formerly-incarcerated people
• To claim and take care of our
own children and our families
• To support community struggles
to stop using prisons as the answer
to social problems
• To play an active role in making
our communities safe for everyone.

The cover image this month is a replica of William
Blake’s “The Ancient of Days” by formerly
incarcerated artist James Craft. James spent
six years in California’s prison system and was
released in April 2019. When he was incarcerated
at San Quentin, a professor “turned [him] onto
the beauty of William Blake’s work.” “I love this
painting and chose to do my best to copy it to the
very stroke as Blake would have painted it,” James
said. This image was chosen for the August issue
because Blake’s fictional deity, the central figure
of the piece, was created to embody the spirit of
reason and law, conflicting concepts in the artist’s
moral universe. The law’s takeoff from reason
is a central theme in the way plea bargaining is
implemented in the U.S. legal system.

Inside This Issue
Feature Story
People who go to trial can see their sentence increase by nearly 80% compared to what a prosecutor
originally thought was appropriate at the plea bargaining phase. This month’s feature looks at the perversion
of the Sixth Amendment by the severe consequences dealt to people who exercise that right. Page 7

The INjustice System

Coming Home

Prof. James Kilgore, an activist and research
scholar at the University of Illinois’ Center
for African Studies, writes about electronic
monitoring and how decarceration efforts have
flung open the doors to a new age of surveillance
for people on parole. Page 4

William “Tariq” Palmer went into prison as a
child and emerged 31 years and 22 days later
as a man. Through intensive work during his
incarceration, Tariq knew a lot about who that
man was and what his purpose would be beyond
prison walls. Page 10

Mail Bag
The last time we heard from Reggie Thorpe there
were no cases of COVID-19 in San Quentin. Now,
the prison has over 2,000 cases and 21 prisoners
have died. Reggie writes this month about what he
can do in a seemingly hopeless situation. Page 5

Chapter Highlights
AOUON organizer Ali Birts was made homeless at
one time by the costs of paying for his GPS ankle
monitor. Photo creidt: Hardy Wilson/The Guardian

O

Check out what our national chapters have
been up to in this wild summer of activism and
movement. Plus, an updated Bill Watch. Page 8

A Note From AOUON Founding Member Dorsey Nunn

ften people talk about centering the
voices of formerly incarcerated people
and this election is a prime opportunity to exercise that value. All of Us or None has
been engaged in the fight to restore voting rights
to 50,000 people on parole. As long as the 50,000
people on parole cannot vote, enough doubt will
be left in the rest of people with convictions to be
bamboozled into believing they can’t either.
I have been fighting to make sure that the authentic voices of formerly incarcerated people
are respected. If we are unable to engage in the
campaign in a meaningful way we will miss the
opportunity to legitimize members of our comIf you would like to send feedback or contribute to the All of Us or None newspaper, please
contact the Editor.
Paula Lehman-Ewing @ All of Us or None
4400 Market St., Oakland, CA 94608
Phone: (415) 625-7036 x328
paula@prisonerswithchildren.org

munity or empower ourselves. In 2011 some of
us made the trip to Alabama where we pledged
to never give up on the struggle for voting rights.
I maintain that pledge today.
I am writing this as a person whose leadership is firmly rooted in both my Blackness and
my status as a formerly incarcerated person. The
matter of our voting rights will be determined by
November 3rd, when Proposition 17, a measure
referred by the California state legislature, will
be on the ballot. I ask that in these final 90 days,
you help us spread the word about California
Proposition 17. Talk to your family and friends
about the importance of voting rights. Tell us
your stories about disenfranchisement, or, if you
can vote, what having that right means to you.
By November, we hope to have a chorus of these
voices loud enough to push our state toward a
more equitable future.
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Spotlight

AMINAH

A

Aminah Elster rarely spoke about her incarceration when she was first received at Valley
State Prison for Women, haunted by a feeling of shame. Then she realized her story not
only empowered her to make change but empowered other women who had suffered,.
She hasn’t stopped working towards progress since. Photo courtesy Aminah Elster

minah Elster rarely spoke about her
incarceration when she was first received
at Valley State Prison for Women, haunted
by a feeling of shame. Then she realized her story
not only empowered her to make change but
empowered other women who had suffered, and
she hasn’t stopped working towards progress
since. Photo courtesy Aminah Elster
Aminah Elster is a survivor on many levels. She
survived years of domestic abuse at the hands of a
husband who held her captive and subjected her to
numerous forms of abuse. When he made her choose
between her life and that of her ex-lover, Aminah
thought of her son and said she wanted to live. The
state threw her in prison for second degree murder,
and she survived the violence and degradation of 15
years of a life sentence behind bars.
Today, Aminah testifies in front of legislators,
members of the press, and policymakers with a
unique eloquence that conveys the trauma of what
she experienced without rage or distress.
“You’re conditioned to do that throughout your
prison experience, especially if you have a life
sentence,” Aminah said. “You have to detach from
yourself in order to understand what happened
and then narrate it to the parole board to be found
suitable for release.”
It wasn’t always like that, though. Aminah said
when she first got to prison, she was embarrassed.
She didn’t share her story, and the shame and guilt
of what transpired weighed heavy. But when she
finally did speak out, it became clear she wasn’t
alone. Other women shared their experiences, and
together they found purpose.
“It empowers me to see change transpire from

storytelling,” Aminah said. “I have to be open to
discussing the harm done to me and the harm that
continues against women in our country today.”
Aminah became a member of the California
Coalition for Women Prisoners when she
was incarcerated and, after her release, began
volunteering before engaging in contractbased work for the organization. She spoke out
about the over-criminalization of women and
the importance of ending life without parole
sentences, the other death penalty.
“I lost my connection with my blood family when
I went to prison, and the people I met in prison
became my family. I wasn’t going to leave them in
there knowing personally what it’s like,” Aminah
said. “It was never a question of what I was going
to do when I was released. I left impassioned,
knowing that people I consider family are still in
there suffering.”
Her work led to a fellowship at the American
Friends Service Committee, a social justice
nonprofit out of Oakland, CA. That’s where
Aminah says she was introduced to the policy and
advocacy side of the social movement outside of
prison. In 2018, she became an Elder Freeman
Policy Fellow at Legal Services for Prisoners
with Children and was ultimately hired full-time
as the Family Unity project coordinator and a
senior organizer. In that capacity, she gave an
impassioned speech at the 2019 press conference
for Assemblyman Kevin McCarty’s Free the
Vote Act about her own experience with felony
disenfranchisement.
“Enfranchising people on parole is not about
public safety, the haves and have-nots of those who

have committed crime, or the fact that they are
on parole,” she said. “Allowing voters to decide if I
should have the right to vote while on parole would
lift me from the shadows and acknowledge that I
am an individual with intrinsic human value.”
Aminah’s intrinsic value was immediately
apparent to the admissions committee at UC
Berkeley, where she was able to enroll and earn
her Bachelor’s in Legal Studies in May. She was
formerly the Berkeley Underground Scholars
Ambassador Program Coordinator, a program
that supports formerly and currently incarcerated
students in accessing higher education. Aminah
also started her own business, Unapologetically
H.E.R.S. (Healing Experiences Through Research
Solutions). According to unapologeticallyhers.
com, the nonprofit serves to “advocate in
solidarity for gender equity and justice by
supporting incarcerated people in the compiling
and dissemination of fact-based understandings
of the needs, preferences, behaviors, beliefs, and
experiences of those housed within CA women’s
prisons.”
If you’re getting the impression Aminah is
driven, you’re likely underestimating her. In
fact, Aminah is so hungry to take on the next
mechanism of oppression she rarely takes time to
pause and celebrate victory over the last injustice.
“There was no room for weakness or taking a
break,” she said. “There is something inside of me
that forces me to keep going.”
“No matter if I want to just curl up in bed,
something within me won’t let me,” she
continued. “I use my pain as fuel and passion to
push my purpose.”
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The End of the Ankle “Bracelet”?
By Prof. James Kilgore

F

or more than two decades the ankle shackle
has remained the standard electronic
monitoring device. Even as cellphones,
tablets, smartwatches and laptop computers
grew their power, the ankle shackle remained in
place, bulging out under socks, scraping skin off
criminalized legs.
COVID and decarceration are catalyzing
change, bringing growth in cellphone-based
monitoring devices like the BISmartLINK and
the Guardian, made by Telmate. These devices
are versatile technologies, downloadable to a
personal phone or a dedicated company device.
As with their ankle-based predecessors, no body
of research or evidence verifies their effectiveness.
The New Monitors

BI, the nation’s largest electronic monitoring
company, is the market leader in cellphone-based
devices. While BI still produces traditional ankle
monitors, the SmartLINK app is their frontrunner
into the future. SmartLINK is already the go-to
device for Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE). As of May 16, BI had over 20,000 people
under ICE supervision on the SmartLINK, nearly
double the figure for June 2019. While SmartLINK
claims to offer services like court date reminders
and lists of local resources, as researcher Mark
Latonero notes, these devices can be just as
easily used to “track, surveil, discriminate and
stigmatize.” Since the start of shelter-in-place,
Illinois parole agents have been ordering clients
who were not under electronic monitoring to
download the SmartLINK app to their personal
phone. In a state where Black people comprise
15% of the population but 58% of those on
parole, this app will be all about discrimination,
stigmatization and new twists on punishment.
Look for these to be more commonly used by
parole agents in the future. Not only will they track
your location but will have access to everything in
your phone-contacts, FB friends, your calendar.
In short, they will know who you know and what
you do. By comparison, the home invasions that
parole agents often do might look tame.

All of Us or None organizer Willard “Ali” Birts was made homeless at one time by the costs of
paying for his GPS ankle monitor. In an interview with The Guardian, Birts described it as, “a
rope around my neck.” Photo creidt: Hardy Wilson/The Guardian

The Guardian, whose parent company is prison
phone profiteer GTL, has similar capacities. Those
under supervision can be prompted any time of
day to read a series of numbers into the screen. The
phone processes that interchange to determine if
the person on the monitor is in the “right” place.
The Guardian also claims to have a “solution for
community corrections.” Once downloaded it
has the capacity pick up ambient sound, adding
another dimension of techno-invasion.
While SmartLINK and Telmate struggle to rebrand themselves as solution providers rather
than incarcerators, Acivilate and Promise don’t
carry that historical baggage. They emerged from
the Obama years when providing “alternatives”
to incarceration began to become mainstream.
Acivilate stands firm in its dedication to use
technology to “break the cycle” of recidivism.
Their Pokket cloud service doesn’t superviseit focuses on “safely sharing information”
providing the parole officer with the “full context
of the client’s progress and challenges.” Promise,
launched via a capital injection from seven
investors including Jay-Z’s ROC NATION, offers
“evidence-based, results-focused” technology
and claims a strong “commitment to the public
sector.”
While
not
mentioning
Promise
explicitly, Jay-Z penned
a Time magazine op-ed
that coincided with the
launch of the app in which
he claimed to be “taking
on the exploitative bail
industry.” He even cited
the work of abolitionist
thought leader Ruth
Wilson Gilmore and Ava
DuVernay’s film 13th in
positioning himself in
the struggle.
Apart from these
four, other firms like
Reconnect and Sierra
James William Kilgore is an American research scholar at the University Wireless, are quietly
of Illinois. He served six-and-a-half years incarcerated in California. taking advantage of a
Photo courtesy James Kilgore.
COVID moment where

the wolf of surveillance dresses in the sheep’s
clothing of public health to initiate unregulated
data gathering processes. Meanwhile, Attenti,
a veteran player in the EM game has simply
re-named their ankle shackle as a “quarantine
management system.”
The End of the Ankle Shackle?
At this moment, these virtual mass supervision
tools are in sync with the tectonic shifts forced
down our collective throats due to COVID.
Seemingly overnight we have witnessed massive
moves to online instruction in schools and
universities, to tele-health, and to running
all kinds of meetings and social gatherings
through applications like Zoom. These often
manifest as services necessary to public health
but, while perhaps serving some anti-Corona
function, will ultimately emerge as datagathering opportunities, chances to restructure
the economy giving more power and control to
big tech and certain elements of the state. The
new electronic monitoring apps are in keeping
with these changes. They do monitor location
but BISmartLINK and Promise in the end will be
grabbing our biometrics, putting them into the
algorithmic mix and determining our risk level
and outcomes. For criminalized Black and Latinx
people plus other marginalized populations,
such data act as a weapon, not a support. The
cellphone or even the computer chip are much
more potent weapons on this battlefield than an
ankle monitor. Not only do we need to continue
our struggle against mass incarceration but we
need to also focus on mass supervision. With
the rate at which technology is developing (and
how addicted most of us are to using it) this may
pose a future danger as powerful as the threat of
building more prisons.
James Kilgore is a formerly incarcerated activist
and writer based in Champaign-Urbana, Illinois
where he is the director of Advocacy and Outreach
for FirstFollowers Reentry Program.
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MAIL BAG

Editor’s Note: Reggie Thorpe is incarcerated
at San Quentin State Prison. His last letter to
AOUON was published in our June newspaper.
In that letter, he wrote about how the corrections
department could not afford to allow the novel
coronavirus to spread like wildfire in prisons and
jails, not just because of the human cost but because
of the economic cost. He ended his letter, “There
are further actions that can be taken by CDCR to
protect and prevent the coronavirus from entering
the institution, but politics, bureaucratic red tape
and special interests stand in the way... COVID-19
symptoms may take 2-14 days to surface in those
infected. By then, it will be too late for us here at
San Quentin.”
Unbeknownst to Reggie, a prison transfer had
already occurred that would change everything.
Over 100 prisoners from the California Institution
for Men, a facility where coronavirus had already
appeared, were transferred to San Quentin on May
30. Within a month, almost 2,000 incarcerated
individuals at the prison were infected, leading

“The worst prison health
screw-up in state history.”
Marc Levine, a Democratic Assemblyman from
San Rafael, to call it “the worst prison health
screw-up in state history.”
Cases of infection and news of the George Floyd
killing hit San Quentin simultaneously. In this
month’s letter, Reggie writes about that experience.

D

ear AOUON,
A lot has happened in here and out
there since I last wrote. It is not hard to
figure out where to begin. I heard about lynching,

read about lynching, and never thought, in this
lifetime of mine, that I would see a black man
lynched by a white police officer. I struggled with
what I saw, and I am still struggling. However,
I asked myself this question: “What makes
you any different than that officer who killed
George Floyd? Both of you killed someone.”
I immediately begin to feel sorrow and grief
for the pain I inflicted on all my victims, my
neighborhood, and family.
I was very angry about seeing George Floyd
get killed. However, I took that anger and used
it as a catalyst to promote change, individual
change. Each one of us must examine ourselves
and figure out who we are and what we can
do as an individual and find out “what” and
“how” we can contribute to change overall. For
example, I know that I am not my crime. I am
smart, intelligent, strong, Black and confident.
I am loving, sensitive, thoughtful and unselfish.
I can teach others to develop critical thinking
skills and how to think on their own, tutor those
who struggle with mathematics and science, and
inform those who are ignorant of the political
process in society regarding local, state and
federal officials and judges. Most of all, I know
and understand my role.
On a more somber note, the coronavirus
is present in San Quentin State Prison. The
first inmate to test positive for COVID-19 in
San Quentin happened in late May. He, along
with several inmates, were transferred here
from California Institution for Men (Chino).
These incarcerated men were around other
incarcerated men infected with COVID-19
while housed in Chino. State officials made the
decision to bring “asymptomatic” people to
San Quentin rather than release more people
to create “reasonable space” to house people
exposed to COVID-19 in institutions where

the virus is already present. The California
Correctional Peace Officers Assoc. (CCPOA)
union “may” have filed a lawsuit against
CDCR for “knowingly and willingly” exposing
correctional staff to COVID-19 infected
prisoners. Two staff members who work at San
Quentin have tested positive for COVID-19 so
far.* It is unknown if they contracted the virus
inside the prison or outside.

I know I am not my crime.
San Quentin is a “high risk medical facility.”
Majority of the incarcerated people housed here
have underlying medical issues, which are, but
not limited to: Hepatitis, HIV, AIDS, high blood
pressure, diabetes, on dialysis, and other issues
that affect their immune systems. Fortunately
for me, I am not one of those people. However,
I have serious concerns about their future health
and lives. Most of them cannot survive a bout
with COVID-19. I am not even sure I can or will
survive COVID-19 myself if I get infected.
Regardless of what is going on in here and
out there, I still must do the work to retrieve
my freedom. You can attend all the groups you
want, study all the material you feel you need, or
read all the books relating to your crime(s), but
if you do not search within yourself and learn
and understand how and why you committed
crime(s), which hurt, harmed or injured others
in some way or another, how can we change as
individuals, to honor our victims and the death
of George Floyd
*As of press time, there have been 2,483 cases of COVID-19
at San Quentin: 2,226 prisoners and 267 staff.

6|AOUON

August 2020

Faustian Bargain: The Devil’s Deal
O

Plea Bargaining and the De Facto Sixth Amendment

n Thursday, May 1, 1997, Ken O. showed Ken reflected on his experience with the Sixth the most recent data – the Center found jury
up to court for the first day of trial. His Amendment, the constitutional right for any trials accounted for fewer than 3% of criminal
public defender had requested a Romero citizen to take their case to trial.
dispositions in 22 jurisdictions with available data,
hearing, where, based on a California Supreme
“Is the right to trial a legitimate right when the including Texas (0.86%), Pennsylvania (1.11%),
Court decision penned the year before, defense consequences are so severe?” he asked. “There’s California (1.25%), Ohio (1.27%), Florida (1.53%),
can request prior “strike” offenses be removed no other constitutional right that has such a North Carolina (1.66%), Michigan (2.12%) and
for the purposes of sentencing (People of the severe consequence, so it calls into question the New York (2.91%).
State of California v. Superior Court (Romero), legitimacy of the right when people are punished
In Michelle Alexander’s seminal, 2010 book,
13 CAL. 4TH 497, 917 P.2D 628 (Cal. 1996)). But for exercising it.”
“The New Jim Crow,” she noted, “Never before
Los Angeles County Judge Stephen E. O’Neil had
Ken’s experience with plea bargaining was in our history [sic] have such an extraordinary
something else in mind.
unique in one respect: The offer is usually made by number of people felt compelled to plead guilty,
The judge said he would remove one strike and the prosecuting office, the attorneys representing even if they are innocent, simply because the
sentence Ken to 14 years, but there was a catch: the people of the jurisdiction in which the case is punishment for the minor, nonviolent offense
He had to decide then and there.
being heard. It is on their behalf that, on average, with which they have been charged is so
With three small children who would be people whose cases go to trial serve more than unbelievably severe.”
graduating high school if he took the deal, Ken three times the amount of time they would have
Ken was 30 when he stood before the court, but
wanted time to think about it.
had they waived their right to trial.
similar tactics are used with juveniles, who, in
“I understand your request and I understand
Apart from that detail, however, Ken’s experience many cases, have less knowledge of the law and
it’s serious,” the judge responded. “But
rely mainly on the advice of their attorney.
when you’re talking 14 versus the rest of
Jermon Clark, for example, was 15 when
your life, how long do you need, Mr. O?
he charged in a carjacking that ended
The court is not going to make that offer.
with a fatality. As a teenager who bounced
You take it today or we go to trial.”
around the foster system for several years,
The best he could do was prod the
he said he couldn’t fully understand the
court for more information.
legal terms his public defender used with
“You’re analyzing [the case] now and
him. He added, the attorney seemed to
saying you’re willing to strike the strikes
be “in a hurry to get the case over with.”
prior to trial,” Ken said, “and I guess what
What Jermon could understand was basic
I’m asking is what would be the difference
math: His public defender said he would
if I took it to trial?”
do significantly less time if he pled out. He
After some hemming and hawing, the
received 50 years and, because he is serving
deputy district attorney chimed in.
time under federal law, recent legislations
“There is one main difference between
around juvenile resentencing and early
disposing of the case now and going
parole considerations do not apply to him.
through maybe a two-week long trial,”
“When I was 15, I only thought about
said then-Deputy District Attorney
that moment,” said Jermon, who will be
Ralph Shapiro. “There is a mitigating
42 in October. “I didn’t think about the
factor in sentencing called early or earlier
consequences or my future.”
admission of guilt without making the
Plea bargaining is often oversimplified
county spend a lot of money to go to trial,
as bullying, scaring defendants into
make us bring in all of our witnesses and
taking guilty pleas to ensure efficient
go through the whole trial…
case closure in an already overburdened
“After the trial, I don’t think you
system. But while interactions like Ken’s,
could assume to get the same benefit
with Judge O’Neil, seem — and often feel
although your priors are the same, the
— vindictive, Ken believes the problem is
considerations are the same except that
much greater.
wasn’t an early admission of guilt.”
“That particular incident was bullying
In other words, Ken would lose
but I think there’s a bigger question about
the court’s generosity should he
abuse of power in general,” he said. “It’s
inconvenience it, financially, by
a question of prosecutorial and judicial
exercising his right to trial.
power and misusing that with indigent,
Looking back, Ken said he might have
poor, Black and Brown people, specifically,
taken the deal if he’d gotten to check in A 2019 Pew Research Center study found only 2% of federal in order to accommodate the wheels of
with his family, sleep on it, weighed the cases went to trial, with 90% of defendants opting to take a justice and the judicial system.”
pros and cons -- as anyone would have guilty plea. Source: Pew Research Center’s Fact Tank
It’s more than just theoretical: The
done when making a decision that would
U.S. Sentencing Commission has stated
change the course of his life . But, as Ken says, is nearly identical to that of the vast majority of outright that “the value of a mandatory minimum
he’s never “been punked into anything.” After a defendants parading through the U.S. criminal sentence lies not in its imposition, but in its value
four-day trial, the judge sentenced Ken to two life legal system each year. According to a Pew Research as a bargaining chip to be given away in return
sentences. He spent 27 years and eight months Center analysis of data collected from the federal for the resource-saving plea from the defendant
in prison. Eight-and-a-half of those years were judiciary, 90% of the nearly 80,000 defendants in to a more leniently sanctioned charge.”
spent languishing in solitary confinement. He federal criminal cases in fiscal 2018 plead guilty.
Even after reforms of mandatory minimums
was finally released in 2019 under Prop 57, a 2016 Another 8% had their cases dismissed, leaving just and cases like Romero, and the U.S. Supreme
California ballot initiative that allowed for early 2% who opted to go to trial.
Court case United States v. Booker, the judiciary
release consideration of incarcerated individuals
Trial rates in state court are even lower, according in both federal and state settings haven’t strayed
serving time under the Three Strikes Law.
to data from the National Center for State Courts. far from previous so-called sentencing guidelines.
Nine months since he gained his freedom, Examining outcomes from 2017 – the year with
BARGAIN -- continues on NEXT PAGE
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Data compiled by the National Assoc. of Criminal Defense Lawyers shows the existence of trial penalty in federal sentencing. This chart, based on an
analysis of various offenses charged to federal defendants in 2015, shows in most primary offense categories,some of which are not represented in this
chart, the average post-trial sentence was more than triple the average post-plea sentence.
According to a study by the National Association
of Criminal Defense Lawyers (NADCL), 80% of
sentences doled out to federal defendants were
within range of the 1984 Sentencing Reform Act
guidelines, the same guidelines that, in Booker, were
ruled to be in violation of the Sixth Amendment.
“Prosecutors can make plea offers on an allor-nothing basis, confident that defendants will
accept any terms to avoid an excessive sentence
and that judges will rubberstamp the deal,” the
NACDL paper noted. “With fewer and fewer
defendants opting for trial, judicial scrutiny
of the terms of plea agreements is increasingly
limited, as is judicial scrutiny of police conduct
because defendants are coerced into waiving the
right to challenge misconduct before the trial
court or on appeal.”
The cost in these deals, figuratively and literally,
is high. In financial terms,while the short-term

“expenses” of calling witnesses, conducting
discovery and bringing in a jury among other
costs, may seem high, they pale in comparison
to the $80,000-per-year average it costs to
incarcerate someone. Taxpayers would likely
balk at the idea of coercing someone like Ken into
what would have been a $1 million incarceration
fee in the name of cost benefit.
It’s also important to remember that these plea
bargains are gambles with people’s lives and the
figurative costs of the real-life consequences are far
too high. The National Registry of Exonerations
has identified 359 exonerees who pled guilty due
to the coercive tactics deployed to close cases.
In Jermon’s case, where federal sentencing of
juveniles who, as a federal prisoner, cannot benefit
from the research and science that have propelled
crucial state reforms in the area of juvenile justice,
the lived experience is devastating.

About the Artist: Feature Story Background
W.B. Livingston III is an artist incarcerated at Joseph Harp Correctional
Center in Lexington, Okla. According to articles about him, W.B. accepted
a “blind plea” – a guilty plea without the benefit of the prosecution’s
approval – and was sentenced to 50 years for first-degree manslaughter.
It was his first offense and the conviction requires him to serve 85% of
his time before he can be considered for parole. A blind plea means W.B.
cannot appeal against his sentence; he can only ask a parole board for a
time cut or commutation, a rarity among Oklahoma’s pardons and parole
board for people incarcerated for “violent” offenses.
W.B. titled this piece “Universal Applicant.” An avid music fan, W.B.
usually names each piece after an artist or song. The song with the same
title, performed by Bill Callahan, includes the following lyrics:
Tied up in a boat and kicked off to sea
In tight baby binding technique
My arm chews through the swaddling slings
There’s a flare gun in my hand
I point it straight and I point it high
And to the universe it applies

For Jermon, whose earliest parole hearing date is
currently set for 2037, “It feels like forever,” he said.
“Especially when you see your life just evaporating.”
Ken’s experience was similar. “You start to
psychologically suffocate,” he said. “You start to
realize they’re gonna let you die in prison.”
As one former U.S. District judge observed,
“Today’s excessive trial penalties [sic]
undermine the integrity of our criminal justice
system. Putting the government to its proof is
a constitutional right, enshrined in the Sixth
Amendment; no one should be required to
gamble with years and often decades of their
liberty to exercise it.” (John Gleeson, a partner
at Debevoise & Plimpton and a former U.S.
judge for the Eastern District of New York, in
the NADCL’s “The Trial Penalty: The Sixth
Amendment Right to Trial on the Verge of
Extinction and How to Save It.” )
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Chapter Updates
To say it’s been a busy summer for people in the
trenches of the modern civil rights movement is
an understatement. From COVID-19 spreading
like wildfire inside detention facilities nationwide
to the murders of George Floyd and Breonna
Taylor, the national All of Us or None chapters
have been going nonstop to expose the egregious
injustices that continue to plague the members of
our communities.
Since the theme of the Summer 2020 mixtape
has given rise to systemic issues around racism,
pervading societal castes and longstanding forms
of oppression, it seems fitting for this month’s
“Chapter Update” to focus on how All of Us or
None has been fighting as a united front.
By June, the novel coronavirus had, to no one’s
surprise, fully infiltrated the U.S. prison system.
Facilities were locked down but the combination
of staff movement, poor healthcare, and prison
transfers made the spread of the virus inside
prisons and jails exponential compared to the
rest of the population. At this moment, the top 9
locations in the country for clusters of the virus
are either a prison or a jail.
According to a declaration made by Michael
Bien, the attorney representing a class of
incarcerated individuals in California, out of 47
incarcerated COVID-related deaths (since Bien’s
submission there have been two more deaths) in
California, 93% were considered high risk due
to underlying health conditions; 83% had a low
risk assessment; 70% were people of color; and
10 had release dates either this year or next year.
The callousness with which states handled the
vulnerability of the prison population required
a two-pronged approach, the first prong being
decarceration.
#FreeThemAll demonstrations popped up
in every state where All of Us or None has a
presence. In August, members in Northern
California rallied outside San Quentin where
a May transfer of people from a facility where
COVID had already spread to San Quentin
caused an inevitable explosion of cases in the
Marin County prison. Sacramento members

(Clockwise from top left): AOUON members at San Quentin prison protesting the COVID-related
deaths of men incarcerated there (photo courtesy Ali Birts); Eastern Washington members at a
march following the death of George Floyd (photo courtesy Megan Pirie); AOUON Cinncinnati
member Chazidy Bowman speaking at a July “Drop the Charges” rally calling for decarceration
(photo courtesy Zaria Davis); Family members of victims of police homicide holding posters of their
loved ones at the July 1 “Stop Killing Us” rally in Sacramento (photo courtesy Courtney Hanson).

be released. When special agents intervened, and went away. I’m so thankful for this ride, the
demonstrators held their ground and 14 were backpack and food.”
arrested. With help from the National Lawyers
For those still trapped inside, AOUON
Guild, all were bailed out post haste.
Kentucky provided communication funds in
the amount of $25.00 and 10 stamps to 100
incarcerated individuals in Kentucky’s state
institutions. For those who were released, the
“I’m so blessed to be alive. I
chapter provided emergency housing vouchers
watched guys die
to 30 families.
in my building.”
Amid the COVID chaos was the death of
George Floyd and an unprecedented surge of
With mounting public pressure, many activity around Black Lives Matter.
governors began the decarceration process.
Members of the Wisconsin chapter travelled
Men and women coming out where shaken to Minneapolis to stand in solidarity with their
but grateful to have freedom from their death- comrades and provide organizational support
defying incarceration, at least temporarily. in the immediate aftermath of George Floyd’s
Ucedrah Osby, chapter president of AOUON death. Eastern Washington AOUON members
Bakersfield, picked up two individuals released flew the flag at protests in that state. At a
from the California Institution for Men. Demetri “DropTheCharges” rally, Cincinnati members
told her, “I’m so blessed to be alive. I watched protested the arrest of more than 500 people who
guys die in my building.”
were arrested for violating curfew to exercise
The other passenger, Michael, said, “I only their First Amendment right to Free Speech.
In California, chapters from up and down the
state gathered for the “Stop Killing Us” rally at the
state capitol with poster-size photographs of the
victims of police homicide. The posters totalled
600 and caught the attention of several legislators
who came out to address family members and
their allies.
In addition to keeping up with the swell of civil
rights activations around the country, chapters
forged ahead in the everyday work that needs
to be done on behalf of formerly and currently
incarcerated people. AOUON Kentucky
provided 25 Google Chromebooks to families
of incarcerated individuals or system impacted
children K-12 upon their return to school this
month. AOUON Kentucky member Keturah
Herron, who is a part of ACLU Smart Just,
helped create the #nomorenoknocks campaign
and has testified in front of the state legislature,
AOUON Eastern Washington chapter president Megan Pirie and her family with the All of Us or city council and is fighting to establish Breonna’s
a drug
I didn’t
wanna die from the Law.
chained
themselves
the 6governor’s
mansionforhad
None Flag
before thetoJune
Vehicle Procession
Black
Livesproblem,
in Spokane,
Wash.
virus.
I
got
sick
in
there,
it
lasted
about 3 days
demanding
prisoners
in
CDCR
and
ICE
custody
Photo courtesy Megan Pirie/AOUON Eastern Washington
SUMMER -- continues on PAGE 11
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Bill Watch*
*Editor’s note: Many states have ended their
current legislative session. This “Bill Watch” only
reflects active bills and those on the state ballots.

California
• 	Voting Rights for People On Parole (McCarty)
ACA 6 / AB 6466 PASSED THE RESTORATION
OF VOTING RIGHTS FOR 50K PEOPLE ON
PAROLE WILL NOW BE ON THE NOVEMBER
BALLOT. Go to freethevote2020.org for more.
• 	Debt Free California (Mitchell) SB 144
would build on the recent decisions of individual
counties (such as San Francisco, Los Angeles,
and Alameda) to end the collection of certain
court and probation fees by repealing state law
authorizing specified criminal justice fees.

Idaho
• 	Clean Slate (Rubel and Lent) [number
pending] would allow individuals with felony
convictions for nonviolent and nonsexual crimes
to petition the courts to seal their public records.
Individuals applying for sealed records would
need to have served their whole sentence and
have not reoffended in the three years following
their release.

Illinois
• 	Felony-Murder Rule Reform (Slaughter
and Peters) HB1615/SB2292 would ensure
only those directly accountable for a death are
charged with first-degree murder.
• 	Right to Vote (Ford) HB4377/HJRCA33, a
bill and constitutional amendment, would ensure incarcerated people would be able to vote.

Kentucky
• 	Kentucky Voting Rights (Higdon) SB62
would amend the Constitution of Kentucky to
grant persons convicted of a felony other than
a sex offense, a violent offense, or an offense
against a child, the right to vote five years after
completion of sentence. This bill passed the
Senate but was not voted on by the House before
the end of the 2020 session.

AOUON represented at a recent protest outside the California Governor’s Manstion. Holding
signs and chained to the front gate, organizers demanded the Gov. Gavin Newsom #FreeThemAll.
Photo credit: Christina Keen/All Of Us Or None Sacramento

Missouri

New York

• 	Fresh Start Act (Koenig ) SB 647 would
require that no person shall be disqualified
from pursuing, practicing, or engaging
in any occupation for which a license is
required solely or in part because of a prior
conviction of a crime, unless the crime for
which an applicant was convicted directly
relates to the duties and responsibilities for
the licensed occupation.
• 	Death Penalty With Mental Illness
(Hannegan) HB 1756 would prohibit the
execution of any person found to have suffered
from a serious mental illness at the time of the
offense for which they are accused.

• 	Mental Health Bail Reform (Kaplan) S7242
would establish a pretrial mental health and
substance abuse services bail fund.
• 	Voting Rights (Parker) S 6821 would require
the Department of Corrections and Community
Supervision, in collaboration with the state and
county boards of election, to establish a program
to facilitate inmate voter registration and voting.

New Jersey
• 	S laver y
Examption
(Rice
and
Cunningham) SRC 96 is a proposed
amendment to the state constitution that
would prohibit slavery or involuntary
servitude in New Jersey prisons.
• 	No For-Profit Prisons (Verrelli) A 816
would prohibit DOC and other public entities
from contracting with for-profit, private
correctional facilities.

North Carolina
• 	The Second Chance Act (Britt, Daniel and
McKissick) H 874 would set up automatic
expungement for people who are found not
guilty or have charges against them dismissed
after July 1, 2020, and allow people to petition for
the expunction of nonviolent misdemeanor and
felony charges after a period of good behavior.

Pennsylvania
• 	Probation Reform (Williams) SB 14 would
reform how long Pennsylvanians stay on
probation and the time served in prison for
probation violations. It also specifies that a
court may not impose a sentence of probation
consecutive to another sentence of probation.

Vote YES on California Proposition 17 this November and restore voting rights to 50,000 Californians on parole.
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COMING
HOME

TARIQ

I

William “Tariq” Palmer went into prison as a child and emerged 31 years
and 22 days later as a man. Through intensive work during his incarceration,
Tariq knew a lot about who that man was and what his purpose would be
beyond prison walls. Photos courtesy Tariq Palmer

t was hot in Sacramento. A thick 95 degrees
wrapped attendees of the July 1 “Stop Killing
Us” demonstration at the state capital, a rally
William “Tariq” Palmer joined as the newest
Legal Services for Prisoners with Children
employee to protest police homicides. He stood
holding a 20-by-24-inch poster of another Black
man killed by law enforcement. And while the
moment seemed grim, Tariq felt empowered.
Tariq was released from prison in March
2019 after serving 31 years and 22 days of a life
sentence. Locked up at 17 on kidnapping charges,
he spent his formative years in a cage.
Prior to his incarceration, he lived for eight
years in a wealthy Riverside neighborhood. A
friend hooked him up with a job as a ranch hand,
and he was training to be on a polo team, a gig
that would have paid him up to $4,000 a month.
All that promise ended abruptly when, after
being arrested for a robbery, Tariq’s public
defender -- who has since been disbarred -encouraged him to take a life with the possibility
of parole plea, rather than risk life without the
possibility of parole. The district attorney charged
the case as a kidnapping with intent to rob, and
Tariq, believing his appointed counsel to have his
best interest in mind, took the deal.
Tariq had to adapt to survive, but the course was
uncertain. His life in a predominantly white suburb
kept him largely sheltered from gang violence and
racial divides. That changed in an instant when
prison “cars” -- groups that “ride” together on the
yard, defined, in most cases, by their racial identity
-- were pressuring him to pick sides.
“I got into a lot of fights because I was a black

kid acting like a wealthy white kid,” Tariq recalled.
“That didn’t go over too well.”
Tariq sought answers in scholastic fashion. He
started with the “Autobiography of Malcolm X,”
studied history and earned his GED. He started
two businesses -- a package company and a t-shirt
business -- and earned an associate’s degree.
“I couldn’t work in prison, like as a gardener
or a porter,” Tariq said. “If it had to do with
maintaining the prison system, I felt that was like
working against myself, so education was a way
of freeing myself and, eventually, other people.”
At the same time he was expanding his mind,
Tariq began to nurture his spirit, finding strength
and hope in Islamic teachings and practices.

to society and harm either others or themselves.
Return to society! It dawned on him that the
system was leaving him to “die in prison,” so he
hit the books again, this time at the law library.
Tariq eventually filed an appeal, claiming
his indeterminate sentence violated his Eighth
Amendment right. He argued that numerous
rejections by the parole board -- he was eligible
for parole after seven years and had served 31
-- did not take into consideration that he was
incarcerated as a juvenile.
The First District Court of Appeal agreed,
writing in its opinion, “the serial denials of parole
Palmer experienced resulted in punishment so
disproportionate to his individual culpability for
the offense he committed, that it must be deemed
constitutionally excessive.”
“Education was a way of
In addition, the court redesigned the parameters
freeing myself and, eventually, for Title XV juvenile offender hearings, a reform
that has freed hundreds of juveniles since,
other people.”
according to Tariq.
“I’ve actually met people who have gotten out
Tariq spent years learning about what it meant under In re Palmer, and when they find out I’m
to be a Black man, but when he found spirituality, Palmer, they are so grateful,” he said. “It’s one of
something shifted, and he began the process of the most amazing feelings ever.”
unlearning and self-discovery.
Comparable was Tariq’s journey from the prison
“For so long I was trying out how to be Black, to Gate 9, where his cousin came to retrieve him.
and then I figured out that there’s no such thing,” Men cheered his name from behind the walls, a
he explained. “Being Black in America is defined by ritual he experienced only as a participant, never
white supremacy, so instead I learned how to become a recipient. He took a bath for the first time in 31
a human being and free of anyone else’s definition.”
years. He let his body soak and “washed prison
Tariq began to teach others in prison. He away” from him.
naturally gravitated toward juveniles, walked
Later that day, his cousin dropped him off at
them through self-forgiveness and how to a halfway house in San Francisco’s Tenderloin
become better men -- men who wouldn’t return
DISCOVERY -- continues on NEXT PAGE
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Resources

CORONAVIRUS
RESOURCES
SUPPORTING DIRECTLY AND SYSTEMIMPACTED PEOPLE DURING CRISIS
https://www.beyond-prisons.com/covid19
SAFETY MANUALS FOR
INDIVIDUALS IN STATE, FEDER AL
AND CALIFORNIA
CORRECTIONAL FACILITIES
prisonerswithchildren.org/Coronavirus
COVID-19 MUTUAL AID
(NEWARK , NJ)
https://www.allofusornone-northernnj.
com/covid-19-newark-mutual-aid

(SUMMER from PAGE 10)
Central Illinois AOUON worked with Atty.
MiAngel Cody of the Decarceration Collective in
Chicago and made a Social Bio Packet for Brian
Burnside, who has been serving a life sentence
since 2007 under the Three Strikes Law. Brian
was resentenced under the First Step Act and will
be coming home next year. The chapter is now
a 501(c)3 organization as defined by IRS and all
donations are tax-deductible.
AOUON National continues its fight

against felony disenfranchisement through
its campaign for Proposition 17. The
national chapter’s coalition with other
formerly
incarcerated-led
organizations,
FreeTheVote2020
(freethevote2020.org),
helped the constitutional amendment pass out
of the legislature in June and the chance to
restore voting rights to 50,000 Californians on
parole is now on the November ballot.
It’s been a whirlwind summer, indeed, but
the fight continues. In the words of the recently

deceased Freedom Fighter John Lewis, may
we remember: “Freedom is not a state; it is an
act. It is not some enchanted garden perched
high on a distant plateau where we can finally
sit down and rest. Freedom is the continuous
action we all must take, and each generation
must do its part to create an even more fair,
more just society.”

(DISCOVERY from PAGE 10)
district. Staff patted him down, had him take
a breathalyzer test, threw his bags in a 12-man
room and required him to submit requests to
leave the premises.
“How was I supposed to succeed in a place like
that?” Tariq said. “It felt like I was given a 24hour pass and then thrown in what I imagined a
Level 1 prison would be like.”
“I was happy to be out, but I still felt the
psychological torture of prison,” he continued.
He found a similar invasiveness in his
relationship with his parole officer, who searched
his phone and threw him in jail three times
on minor violations. This made him even less

trusting and more rebellious against his new
circumstances and the people who were there
to supposedly help him succeed. It wasn’t until
he met Charles Brown, his Revocation Court
Counselor, that he began to focus on what was
really important.
“He told me to protect my parole like it’s the
most valuable thing in the world,” Tariq said.
“That’s how I was able to straighten out my life.”
One foot in front of the other, Tariq began to think
creatively. He started telling his story and eventually
connected with All of Us or None. He began
working in May as a financial support specialist for
the national chapter’s fiscal sponsor, LSPC.
As a member of All of Us or None, Tariq

has done panels on juvenile justice and police
brutality. In July, he spoke at a rally to support
Proposition 17, a California ballot measure that
would restore voting rights to people on parole.
At 50 years old, Tariq has never been able to
participate in the democratic process.
And then there was that scorching day on
July 1. Surrounded by peers and like-minded
individuals, Tariq felt at home.
“I’d never been part of anything like that
before,” he said. “To be part of the community
like that -- it felt amazing.”
The feeling grew even stronger when he reunited
with his sister later that day: The siblings hadn’t seen
each other in 40 years.

Join the movement by contacting your local chapter
head, listed on the backpage of this newspaper.

All of Us Or
None
Slave, who is it that shall free you?
Those in deepest darkness lying.
Comrade, only these can see you
Only they can hear you crying.
Comrade, only slaves can free you.
Everything or nothing. All of us or none.
One alone his lot can’t better.
Either gun or fetter.
Everything or nothing. All of us or none.
You who hunger, who shall feed you?
If it’s bread you would be carving,
Come to us, we too are starving.
Come to us and let us lead you.
Only hungry men can feed you.
Everything or nothing. All of us or none.
One alone his lot can’t better.
Either gun or fetter.
Everything or nothing. All of us or none.
Beaten man, who shall avenge you?
You, on whom the blows are falling,
Hear your wounded brothers calling.
Weakness gives us strength to lend you.
Come to us, we shall avenge you.
Everything or nothing. All of us or none.
One alone his lot can’t better.
Either gun or fetter.
Everything or nothing. All of us or none.
Who, oh wretched one, shall dare it?
He who can no longer bear it.
Counts the blows that arm his spirit.
Taught the time by need and sorrow,
Strikes today and not tomorrow.
Everything or nothing. All of us or none.
One alone his lot can’t better.
Either gun or fetter.
Everything or nothing. All of us or none.

Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956)

Chapter Contacts
National AOUON Headquarters
c/o Legal Services for Prisoners With
Children
4400 Market St., Oakland, CA 94608
Phone: (415) 255-7036 x337
Fax: (415) 552-3150
AOUON National Organizer:
Oscar Flores: oscar@prisonerswithchildren.org

California

Kentucky

Bakersfield
Ucedrah Osby: AOUONBakersfield@gmail.com

Louisville
Savvy Shabazz: AOUONLouisville@gmail.com

Los Angeles/Long Beach
c/o A New Way of Life Reentry
PO Box 875288, Los Angeles, CA, 90087
Phone: (323) 563-3575
Fax: (323) 563-3445
Angelique Evans:
angelique@anewwayoflife.org
Orange County
Stephanie Jeffcoat:
stephaniejeffcoatocaouon@gmail.com
Danielle Dancer: ddancertnap@gmail.com
Riverside
Erica Smith:riversideallofusornone@gmail.com
Sacramento
PO Box 292967, Sacramento, CA 95829
Henry Ortiz: henry@prisonerswithchildren.org
San Bernardino
c/o A Time for Change Foundation
PO Box 25040, San Bernardino, CA 92406
Phone: (909) 886-2994
Fax: (909) 886-0218
Kim Carter: kcarter@timeforchangefoundation.org
San Diego
Curtis Howard: allofusornonesandiego@gmail.com

Idaho
Idaho Chapter
Mary Failing: maryfailing@my.cwi.edu

Illinois

Missouri
St. Louis
Patty Berger: AOUON.StL@gmail.com

North Carolina
Durham
Andrea “Muffin” Hudson:
AOUONNC@gmail.com
Eastern N.C.
Corey Purdie: AOUONENC@gmail.com
Charlotte
Kristie Puckett Williams:
AllOfUsOrNoneNC@gmail.com

Ohio
Greater Cincinnati
Zaria Davis: CincyAOUON@gmail.com

Pennsylvania
Philadelphia
Malik Aziz: PhillyAOUON@gmail.com

Texas
San Antonio
Steve Huerta: AllOfUsOrNoneTexas@gmail.com

Tri-State
New York
Ivelisse Gilestra: AOUON.NewYork@gmail.com
Northern New Jersey
P.O. Box 9812, Newark, NJ 07104
Tia Ryans: AOUON.NJ@gmail.com

Washington

Central Illinois
P.O. Box 3026, Peoria, IL 61612-3026
Phone: (309) 232-8583
General Parker: centralillinoisaouon@gmail.com

Eastern Washington
Megan Pirie: EasternWAAOUON@gmail.com

Chicago
Richard Wallace: Chicago.IL.AOUON@gmail.com

Madison
Caliph Muab-el: WIAOUON@gmail.com

Wisconsin

