Vera

March 13, 2026

Good morning, | am Marta Nelson, director of sentencing reform at the Vera Institute of
Justice, a national criminal justice reform organization helping to create safe, thriving
communities for over 60 years. | testify in support of S.140.

| applaud your consideration of this broadly applicable second look bill for Vermont.
Creating a resentencing opportunity for people who have served a significant period of
incarceration upholds accountability for serious harm while recognizing that people can
change and may be safely returned to their communities. This balanced approach is
popular with the public, with national polls finding close to 80% of voters support allowing
judges to review and resentence individuals on a case-by-case basis after at least a ten-
year period of incarceration.! This is exactly what S.140 does.?

National Landscape for Second Look Laws

As of today, 16 states have passed legislation—beyond juvenile life without parole (LWOP)
resentencing—that allows judges to reconsider a range of sentences based on
rehabilitation and current public safety considerations.® There is growing momentum for
these laws: in 2025 two states passed bills allowing incarcerated people to file for
resentencing after they had served a period of their sentence. In April 2025, Maryland
adopted legislation allowing people who committed crimes as young adults to petition for
resentencing after 20 years.* Delaware's bill, which followed in June, is the most
comprehensive to date. It allows any incarcerated person—regardless of offense or age at
the time of offense—to petition on the basis of rehabilitation after a period of time served®
Notably, S.140 has a similarly broad reach, with no age or offense-based carveouts.

Safety Considerations

As more people return home under second look laws, juvenile LWOP resentencing, and
other discretionary release mechanisms, research shows strong public safety outcomes.®
In sum, people released through discretionary mechanisms have significantly lower
recidivism rates than the broader population of people who leave prison after completing
their sentence. Two states highlight the success of resentencing options:

e California: People resentenced after a retroactive change to felony murder laws or
individualized recommendations from corrections department officials—97 percent
of whom had been convicted of violent offenses and who served a median of 12-14
years—had a one-year reconviction rate of just 3 to 4 percent (three-year rates not
yet available), compared to 21 percent for the overall population.’

e Maryland: A 2012 Maryland Supreme Court case found that tainted jury
instructions invalidated many violent offense convictions prior to 1981.2 Given the



age of the cases, most people were resentenced to time served (in other words,
released) rather than retried. A total of 188 people were released under this
resentencing, 80 percent of whom had been convicted of murder.® The average age
at release was 64. Five years from release, only one of the 188 people had been
rearrested.®

These strong safety results can be attributed to two key factors: First, criminal activity
decreases with age, particularly for violent crime." Second, research shows that
participation in high-quality programming reduces recidivism after release, and
engagement in such programming factors into successful resentencing outcomes.

Survivor Considerations

Opponents of Second Look policies often argue that reopening long sentences harms
survivors’ sense of closure. However, crime survivors are not a monolith—many support
updated sentencing laws that build public safety through healing and change rather than
punishment alone.™ Second Look policies reflect that by incentivizing rehabilitation and
reducing the risk of future harm.

S.140 also provides crime victims the opportunity to be heard in a second look
resentencing consideration. Judges will be able to hear from affected individuals or family
members and incorporate their perspectives.

To support safety, justice, and accountability in Vermont, | urge you to pass S.140.

Regards,

Marta Nelson, Director of Sentencing Reform, Vera Institute of Justice
mnelson@vera.org
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