
	  

June	  26,	  2014	   	   	   	   	   	  
	  

Governor	  Lincoln	  Chafee	  
State	  House,	  Room	  224	  
Providence,	  RI	  02903	  
	  
Dear	  Governor	  Chafee:	  	  
	  
REGARDING	  H	  7457	  AND	  S	  2639	  
	  

Our	  organizations	  strongly	  urge	  you	  to	  veto	  H-‐7457	  as	  amended	  and	  S-‐2639	  as	  amended,	  bills	   that	  
would	  authorize	  an	  additional	  ten-‐year	  prison	  sentence	  for	  people	  convicted	  of	  any	  felony	  “that	  is	  knowingly	  
committed	  for	  the	  benefit,	  at	  the	  direction	  of,	  or	  in	  association	  with	  any	  criminal	  street	  gang	  or	  criminal	  street	  
gang	  member.”	  We	  believe	  the	  bill	  will	  be	  unfairly	  used	  to	  target	  –	  as	  so	  many	  crime	  bills	  do	  –	  the	  minority	  
community	  in	  particular	  for	  increased	  imprisonment.	  
	  

The	  definition	  of	  a	  criminal	  street	  gang	  is	  so	  broad	  as	  to	  be	  almost	  no	  definition	  at	  all,	  encompassing	  
any	  “organization,	  association,	  or	  group	  of	  three	  or	  more	  persons,	  whether	  formal	  or	  informal,	  having	  as	  one	  
of	   its	   primary	   activities	   the	   commission	  of	   criminal	   or	  delinquent	   acts	   [and]	  having	   an	   identifiable	  name	  or	  
common	  identifiable	  signs,	  colors,	  or	  symbols…”	  The	  wording	  makes	  no	  differentiation	  between	  a	  “gang”	  that	  
engages	  in	  occasional	  random	  acts	  of	  vandalism	  and	  one	  that	  has	  been	  involved	  in	  murders	  and	  other	  serious	  
felonies.	  

	  
In	  fact,	  as	  the	  General	  Assembly	  passes	  legislation	  expanding	  the	  definition	  of	  a	  felony	  to	  involve	  more	  

and	  more	   crimes,	   it	   is	   all	   but	   guaranteed	   that	   this	   bill	   will	   be	   used	   not	   against	   gang	  members	   committing	  
violent	  offenses,	  but	  against	  at-‐risk	  youth	  making	  mistakes.	  Only	  last	  year,	  to	  give	  one	  example,	  the	  General	  
Assembly	  made	  some	  graffiti	  offenses	  a	  felony,	  punishable	  by	  two	  years	  in	  prison.	  If	  this	  legislation	  passes,	  an	  
18-‐year-‐old	  who	  writes	  a	  recognizable	  gang	  sign	  on	  the	  side	  of	  a	  bus	  could	  face	  twelve	  years	  in	  prison.	  	  

	  
It	  is	  worth	  noting	  that	  the	  police	  department	  facing	  the	  biggest	  gang	  problem	  –	  Providence	  –	  maintains	  

a	   gang	   database,	   but	   that	   agency	   has	   absolutely	   no	   policies	   or	   procedures	   in	   place	   governing	   how	   the	  
determination	   of	   a	   person’s	   gang	   status	   is	   made	   before	   being	   entered	   into	   the	   database.	   As	   such,	   the	  
determinations	  are	  often	  arbitrary	  and	  subjective,	  placing	  innocent	  young	  people	  into	  a	  database	  that	  falsely	  
identifies	  them	  as	  being	  “gang	  members.”	  

	  
We	  believe	  the	  bill	  would	  also	  adversely	  affect	  some	  of	  the	  least	  culpable	  people	  allegedly	  involved	  in	  

actual	  gang	  activities.	  Young	  people	  may	  often	  be	  coerced	  into	  committing	  crimes	  for	  a	  gang,	  facing	  threats	  of	  
punishment	   and	   harm	   if	   they	   fail	   to	   do	   so.	   Under	   this	   bill,	   they	   would	   bear	   the	   brunt	   of	   the	   enhanced	  
sentencing	  provisions.	  The	  bill	   could	  even	  have	   the	  unintended	  effect	  of	  encouraging	  gang	   leaders	   to	  make	  

 



more	  use	  of	   teens	   in	   this	   position,	   and	  help	   insulate	   the	   leaders	   themselves	   from	   the	   enhanced	   sentences	  
envisioned	  by	  this	  legislation.	  

	  
Without	   diminishing	   the	   seriousness	   of	   addressing	   gang	   violence	   and	   the	   root	   issues	   that	   result	   in	  

gangs,	   the	  potential	   that	  young	  adults	  may	   find	   themselves	   in	  prison	   for	  an	  extra	  decade	   for	  nothing	  more	  
serious	  than	  writing	  a	  word	  on	  a	  bus	  does	  nothing	  to	  address	  these	  root	  issues.	  Instead	  of	  assisting	  youth	  who	  
are	  at	  risk	  of	  becoming	   involved	  with	  dangerous	   individuals,	   this	   legislation	  puts	  the	  state	   in	  the	  position	  of	  
locking	  up	   these	  at-‐risk	  youth	   for	   lengthy	  periods	  of	   time	  with	  exactly	   the	  kind	  of	   individuals	  we	  should	  be	  
trying	  to	  help	  them	  avoid.	  Even	  if	  this	  sentencing	  enhancement	  is	  rarely	  officially	  invoked,	  we	  know	  that	  it	  is	  
almost	  certain	  to	  be	  used	  by	  prosecutors	  as	  a	  hammer	  to	  coerce	  potentially	  innocent	  youth	  into	  pleading	  to	  
lesser	  charges.	  

	  
It	   is	   the	  minority	   community	   that	   suffers	   the	  most	   from	  gang	  violence.	  But	   it	   is	  also	  our	  community	  

that	   suffers	   the	  most	   from	  overly	   harsh	   sentencing	   laws	   that,	   either	   in	   purpose	   or	   effect,	   target	   inner	   city	  
youth	  and	  adults.	  Rather	  than	  imposing	  more	  and	  harsher	  punishment	  on	  offenders,	  including	  teenagers,	  the	  
state	  should	  be	  much	  more	  focused	  on	  prevention,	  education	  and	  mediation	  activities.	  	  We	  urge	  rejection	  of	  
this	  bill.	  

	  
Respectfully,	  

	  
Teny	  Gross	  
Executive	  Director	  
Institute	  for	  the	  Study	  &	  Practice	  of	  Nonviolence	  
265	  Oxford	  Street	  Providence,	  RI	  02905	  
	  
Fred	  Ordoñez	  
Executive	  Director	  
Direct	  Action	  for	  Rights	  and	  Equality	  
340	  Lockwood	  Street	  Providence,	  RI	  02907	  
	  
Zack	  Mezera	  
Executive	  Director	  
Providence	  Student	  Union	  
62	  Camp	  Street	  Providence,	  RI	  02906	  
	  
Toby	  Ayers,	  PhD	  
Executive	  Director	  
Rhode	  Island	  for	  Community	  &	  Justice	  
80	  Washington	  Street,	  Suite	  436	  Providence,	  RI	  02903	  
	  
Jenna	  Karlin	  
Vice	  President/RI	  Director	  
Unite	  Here	  217	  
294	  West	  Exchange	  Street	  Providence,	  RI	  02903	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Chanravy	  Proeung	  
Co-‐Director	  
Providence	  Youth	  Student	  Movement	  
669	  Elmwood	  Avenue	  Suite	  B-‐7,	  Mailbox	  #16	  
Providence,	  RI	  0290	  
	  
Steven	  Brown	  
Executive	  Director	  
ACLU	  of	  Rhode	  Island	  
128	  Dorrance	  Street,	  Suite	  220	  Providence,	  RI	  02903	  
	  
Kerri	  Kanelos	  
Executive	  Director	  
Youth	  Pride,	  Inc.	  
743	  Westminster	  Street	  Providence,	  RI	  02903	  
	  
Joseph	  T.	  Fowlkes,	  Jr.	  
Co-‐Facilitator	  
Rhode	  Island	  Civil	  Rights	  Roundtable	  
c/o	  80	  Washington	  Street	  #436	  Providence,	  RI	  02903	  
	  
Adeola	  Oredola	  
Executive	  Director	  
Youth	  in	  Action	  
672	  Broad	  Street	  Providence,	  RI	  02907	  
	  
	  
	  



Nick	  Figueroa	  
Chairman	  
Univocal	  Legislative	  Minority	  Advisory	  Coalition	  
P.O.	  Box	  41633	  Providence,	  RI	  02940	  
	  
Jesse	  Strecker	  
Executive	  Director	  
Jobs	  With	  Justice	  
280	  Broadway,	  Suite	  201	  Providence,	  RI	  02903	  
	  
Shannah	  Kurland	  
National	  Lawyers	  Guild,	  Rhode	  Island	  Chapter	  
P.O.	  Box	  40162	  Providence,	  RI	  02940	  
Founder	  
	  
Dr.	  Dannie	  Ritchie	  
Community	  Health	  Innovations	  of	  RI	  
c/o	  Social	  Enterprise	  Greenhouse	  
460	  Harris	  Avenue	  Providence,	  RI	  02909	  
	  
Amelia	  Rose	  &	  Julian	  Rodríguez-‐Drix	  
Co-‐Directors	  
Environmental	  Justice	  League	  of	  RI	  
1192	  Westminster	  Street	  Providence,	  RI	  02909	  
	  
Minister	  Everett	  Muhammad	  
Muhammad	  Study	  Group	  
312	  Prairie	  Avenue	  Providence,	  RI	  02905	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Raymond	  Watson	  
Executive	  Director	  
Mount	  Hope	  Neighborhood	  Association,	  Inc.	  
199	  Camp	  Street	  Providence,	  RI	  02906	  
	  
Martha	  Yager	  
Program	  Coordinator	  
American	  Friends	  Service	  Committee	  of	  
Southeastern	  New	  England	  
P.O.	  Box	  3692	  South	  Attelboro,	  MA	  02703	  
	  
Kobi	  Dennis	  
Founder-‐Director	  
Project:	  Night	  Vision	  &	  The	  Dream	  Center	  
330	  Park	  Avenue	  Cranston,	  RI	  02905	  
	  
Beth	  Nixon	  
Coordinator	  of	  Community	  &	  Artist	  Partnerships	  
PRONK	  	  
226	  Hillside	  Avenue	  Pawtucket,	  RI	  02860	  
	  
Anthony	  Sinapi	  
RI	  Coalition	  to	  Defend	  Human	  &	  Civil	  Rights	  
37	  Cedar	  Pond	  Drive	  #7	  Warwick,	  RI	  02886	  
	  
Astrid	  Meijer,	  M.Ed.	  
Unified	  Insight	  Consulting	  
52	  Pinehurst	  Avenue	  Providence,	  RI	  02908	  
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