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POLICING REFORM:
Striking the proper 

balance between smart 
criminal justice initiatives 

that promote public 
safety and answering 

public outcry for 
dramatic changes to law 

enforcement structure and 
operations.

The U.S. Congress plays a key role in cra昀琀ing and eleva琀椀ng policies that can e昀昀ect 
change at the federal level or o昀昀er support to state and local authori琀椀es. Because 
public safety is a top concern among voters, members from across the country 
must address this important issue. Here, we elaborate on key ini琀椀a琀椀ves we have 
researched extensively to help federal lawmakers promote smart legisla琀椀on that 
can help combat crime and promote public safety.

Why: Since summer 2020, public scru琀椀ny has hit police in a way that has 

a昀昀ected their ability to perform their jobs successfully, let alone accountably 
and transparently. It is important to ensure that all sworn o昀케cers operate 
within the con昀椀nes of the law themselves in order to increase their 
legi琀椀macy.

Bene昀椀t: Increasing accountability, improving training, encouraging self-
repor琀椀ng data, promo琀椀ng transparency, and fostering community policing 
and alternate response models can all bolster police legi琀椀macy within 
communi琀椀es. This in turn improves the quality of policing—par琀椀cularly the 
quality of o昀케cers themselves, which is cri琀椀cal to public safety.

Keep in Mind: Currently, there are about 700,000 sworn law enforcement 
o昀케cers in the country experiencing daily job-related stress, compounded by 
a recruitment and reten琀椀on crisis that o昀琀en results in excessive over琀椀me and 
the added workload of ac琀椀ng as social workers, medical responders, con昀氀ict 
mediators, and other roles not considered typical of law enforcement. In 
order to be琀琀er support police and enhance public safety, we must look to 
fully fund departments so that they can make some of the changes society is 

asking of them while protec琀椀ng and serving e昀昀ec琀椀vely.
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http://www.rstreet.org
https://news.gallup.com/poll/544442/americans-crime-problem-serious.aspx
https://www.nationalaffairs.com/publications/detail/a-new-era-of-american-policing
https://www.nationalaffairs.com/publications/detail/a-new-era-of-american-policing
https://www.rstreet.org/research/conservative-jurisdictions-champion-diversion-efforts/
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/lpd16p_sum.pdf
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/lpd16p_sum.pdf
https://www.theiacp.org/sites/default/files/2018-08/BP-RecruitmentRetentionandTurnover.pdf
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Where Congress Stands:
• Implementa琀椀on of the Law Enforcement De-escala琀椀on Training  

Act of 2022

• Recruit and Retain Act

Why: Juvenile violent crimes have increased in recent years, raising the 
ques琀椀on of how the system can be琀琀er address youth in terms of preven琀椀ng 
them from engaging in criminal ac琀椀vity to begin with and limi琀椀ng the 
likelihood of such behavior occurring again. 

Bene昀椀t: Unnecessarily detaining juveniles can lower their likelihood of 

gradua琀椀ng from high school and actually increase their likelihood of further 
criminal ac琀椀vity as an adult, as incarcera琀椀on severs social 琀椀es cri琀椀cal to 
posi琀椀ve development. Instead, we should u琀椀lize community treatment and 
prac琀椀ces like de昀氀ec琀椀on and restora琀椀ve jus琀椀ce for low-level juvenile o昀昀enders 
to ensure they are less likely to o昀昀end in the future.

Keep in Mind: Juveniles certainly must be held accountable for their 

ac琀椀ons, especially when they cause harm to others. Harsh punishments 
should be reserved for serious cases to remove dangerous juveniles from 
the community for a period of 琀椀me to both punish and rehabilitate them. 
Reforms do not mean that crime is not taken seriously.

Where Congress Stands:
•   Reauthoriza琀椀on of the Juvenile Jus琀椀ce and Delinquency Preven琀椀on Act
•   Preven琀椀ng Unfair Sentencing Act of 2023

Why: Currently, 38 states allow some form of legal cannabis, and 53 percent 

of Americans live in a state with a legal cannabis market. However, the 
federal government s琀椀ll classi昀椀es the substance as highly illegal. This creates 
a “dual legality” that undermines the legi琀椀macy of law enforcement in their 
e昀昀orts to enforce such vastly di昀昀erent patchworks of laws with which a 
supermajority of the American public disagrees.

Bene昀椀t: Descheduling cannabis, or removing it from the Controlled 

Substances Act, can resolve the problem of dual legality and allow states to 

determine their own cannabis laws with limited federal interference. With 

the proper research, guidance, and oversight, state governments will be 
able to smartly regulate and tax the substance in a manner that reduces the 

opera琀椀ons of illicit markets, where unsafe products and more violent crime 
occur.

Keep in Mind: Cannabis descheduling can reduce nega琀椀ve community-police 
interac琀椀ons, bolster police-community rela琀椀ons, and allow law enforcement 
to spend more of their 琀椀me comba琀椀ng violent crime and other crimes that 
make communi琀椀es feel unsafe. 

Where Congress Stands:
• Strengthening the Tenth Amendment Through Entrus琀椀ng States (STATES)  

2.0 Act

• Harnessing Opportuni琀椀es by Pursuing Expungement (HOPE) Act of 2023
• Secure And Fair Enforcement Regula琀椀on (SAFER) Banking Act

POLICING REFORM:
(continued)

CANNABIS REFORM:
Descheduling cannabis 

will give states the 
latitude they need 

to properly regulate, 
tax, and establish 

legal structures that 
can ensure safe, 

competitive, and legal 
cannabis markets. 

JUVENILE JUSTICE:
Limiting juvenile 

interaction with the 
justice system where 

possible in order to 
prioritize rehabilitation 
over harsh punishment, 

which can lead to less 
criminality in the future.

http://www.rstreet.org
https://www.cornyn.senate.gov/news/cornyn-whitehouse-law-enforcement-de-escalation-training-bill-signed-into-law/
https://www.cornyn.senate.gov/news/cornyn-whitehouse-law-enforcement-de-escalation-training-bill-signed-into-law/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/546
https://www.wsj.com/articles/violent-crime-rate-juvenile-11674485556
https://www.rstreet.org/research/data-driven-deflection-a-systems-approach-to-reducing-juvenile-arrests/
https://www.rstreet.org/research/justice-for-all-how-restorative-justice-mutually-benefits-victims-and-youth/
http://www.juvjustice.org/juvenile-justice-and-delinquency-prevention-act/reauthorization-jjdpa
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/4724/text?s=1&r=28
https://www.ncsl.org/health/state-medical-cannabis-laws
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/11/07/ohio-marijuana-legalization-vote-results-00125991
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/11/07/ohio-marijuana-legalization-vote-results-00125991
https://www.rstreet.org/research/how-federal-cannabis-legalization-can-restore-police-legitimacy-and-enhance-public-safety/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IN/IN11204
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IN/IN11204
https://www.rstreet.org/research/how-federal-cannabis-legalization-can-restore-police-legitimacy-and-enhance-public-safety/
https://www.rstreet.org/research/cannabis-legalization-can-enhance-public-safety/
https://www.rstreet.org/research/cannabis-legalization-can-enhance-public-safety/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/6673?s=1&r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/6673?s=1&r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/6673?s=1&r=3
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/2677?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22harnessing+opportunities+by+pursuing+expungement+act
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/2677?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22harnessing+opportunities+by+pursuing+expungement+act
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/2677?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22harnessing+opportunities+by+pursuing+expungement+act
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/2860
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Why: Because around 95 percent of all individuals incarcerated in 
America will eventually return to society, it is cri琀椀cal that we look at our 
federal sentencing laws, prison and supervision policies, and reentry 
ini琀椀a琀椀ves closely to ensure these individuals have every opportunity to 
be successful in a law-abiding life following their interac琀椀on with the 
system.

Bene昀椀t: Whether it is bringing sentencing laws in line with research 

regarding deterrence, ensuring an e昀昀ec琀椀ve but not overly burdensome 
proba琀椀on and parole system, expanding recidivism reduc琀椀on 
programming and opportuni琀椀es for home con昀椀nement, or allowing those 
who have proven their capability to remain crime-free for years a昀琀er 
incarcera琀椀on the ability to have their record sealed, Congress should 
always look to adopt more of and improve on exis琀椀ng prac琀椀ces that have 
proven successful in protec琀椀ng public safety by limi琀椀ng the chances of 
new crimes being commi琀琀ed.

Keep in Mind: The First Step Act, the landmark criminal jus琀椀ce reform 
legisla琀椀on signed into law by then-President Donald J. Trump, just passed 
its 昀椀ve-year anniversary. Its reforms have demonstrated that recidivism 
reduc琀椀on e昀昀orts work well to enhance public safety. Recidivism rates for 
those released under the First Step Act are an es琀椀mated 37 percent lower 

than their counterparts.

Where Congress Stands:
• Clean Slate Act of 2023

• Elimina琀椀ng a Quan琀椀昀椀ably Unjust Applica琀椀on of the Law (EQUAL) Act  
• Safer Supervision Act of 2023

If you need help with further research around these issues, informa琀椀on 
on implemen琀椀ng these types of ini琀椀a琀椀ves, or anything else, please do not 
hesitate to reach out.

Sarah Anderson is the associate director for Criminal Jus琀椀ce and Civil Liber琀椀es 
at the R Street at sanderson@rstreet.org. 

Anthony Lamorena is a senior manager for Federal Government A昀昀airs at the 
R Street at alamorena@rstreet.org.

FOR 
ADDITIONAL 

SUPPORT

RECIDIVISM 
REDUCTION:

Ensuring that the justice 
system prioritizes 

minimizing the 
likelihood of reoffense 
upon release and does 

not simply write off 
individuals after they 
enter the system—no 
matter their offense.

http://www.rstreet.org
https://bjs.ojp.gov/topics/recidivism-and-reentry
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20180514-do-long-prison-sentences-deter-crime
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/247350.pdf
https://thehill.com/opinion/congress-blog/4303334-the-senate-should-codify-not-reject-cares-acts-home-confinement-policy/
https://www.rstreet.org/research/clean-slate-record-sealing-and-expungement/
https://mcusercontent.com/9e27ae8a1c010bfe8056a56db/files/0f737664-caca-efe0-2315-7985a45ed048/443183725_Red_State_Redemption.pdf
https://www.bop.gov/inmates/fsa/overview.jsp
https://thehill.com/opinion/criminal-justice/4362884-why-embracing-criminal-justice-reform-is-a-first-step-toward-victory-in-2024/
https://counciloncj.org/first-step-act-an-early-analysis-of-recidivism/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/2930
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/524?s=1&r=54
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/524?s=1&r=54
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/2681
mailto:sanderson@rstreet.org
mailto:alamorena@rstreet.org

