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Justice is in the eye of the beholder. Since the 1980s, many 
politicians have pushed racialized “tough on crime” policies 
to appease conservative donors, lawmakers, and voters 
that desire harsher punishment and penalties for the ac-
cused. Simultaneously, many local jurisdictions have limited 
parole in the past few decades. This vicious cycle has re-
sulted in many people’s fates being pushed further up the 
ladder, leading to the extensive number of clemency ap-
peals for governors and presidents. Review our Time to 
Act toolkit to get a more in-depth understanding of the 
history and implications of the criminal justice system.

Though the odds may be stacked against people seeking 
clemency inside and outside the system, this toolkit pro-
vides concrete steps that bring us closer to the possibility 
of freedom for incarcerated people.

“Freedom is 
never given; it 
is won.” 

– A. Philip 
Randolph

Clemency, A Way Out
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Clemency is a mechanism for granting a person convicted 
of a criminal offense relief from a court-ordered sentence 
or punitive measure, according to the Center for American 
Progress. 

An individual may be granted clemency through a full or 
partial reduction of sentencing, also known as a commu-
tation of sentence or an executive pardon, by a governor 
or the President of the United States. Even with harsh, pu-
nitive sentences, clemency stands as a pathway to release.
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Pardons exempt a person from remaining 
punishments or future consequences stemming from 
a conviction and restore their civil rights. Amnesty 
is much like pardons, however is granted to groups 
versus an individual and usually of a political nature. 
Commutations reduce a sentence, fully or partially, 
but do not affect the conviction status nor restore civil 
rights. Remission of fines and forfeitures involves 
relief from paying fines usually set forth by a judge. 
Reprieve can be used to temporarily halt a criminal 
sentence, usually a death sentence.

Clemency is rarely granted by chance, or through 
investigation by government officials. Instead, it is often 
a battle fought on incarcerated peoples’ behalf by loved 
ones, community organizations and advocates. Though 
it can be a long and arduous process, it is a labor of 
love and key in combating an unjust system. Moments 
of peace and joy are attainable through hard work, 
persistence and radical love.
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“Love is timeless. Love has no 
chronology. And if we can keep 
ourselves there then we can 
move forward and backwards 
without a problem.” 

– Garrett A Bradley
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Clemency is a plea for leniency, or being merciful. 
For presidents and governors to not be harsh or 
severe in their punishment of crimes, a moralistic 
value of leniency must occur.

There are many challenges in seeking clemency, beginning 
with the differences between processes at the state and 
federal level. Both levels have varying powers in charge of 
granting clemency requests, and because of this, require 
different approaches.

Each state has its own unique clemency process 
to navigate, and the likelihood of clemency changes 
depending on the governor. The governor of a state is 
the only entity that can grant clemency to those in state 
prisons, and the president is the only one with the power 
to grant clemency to those in federal prisons.
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Governor of a State has the power to grant pardons, 
reprieves, respites or remissions of punishment or to 
suspend, remit or commute the sentence of any person 
convicted of any offence against any law relating to a 
matter to which the executive power of the state extends. 

US Constitution Article 161

President Donald Trump, for example, has granted 
clemency 43 times during his presidency, with 27  
pardons and 16 commutations. But Trump mostly  
grants clemency 1 to political allies, friends, and  
others with a close relationship. 

President Barack Obama on the other hand, freed 1,927 
people with 1,715 commutations and 212 pardons 
through his clemency initiative 2.  By the end of his 
term, he ended up releasing the most federal prisoners in 
64 years, and he received the most requests for clemency 
in presidential history. 

But altogether, his efforts still only freed 5% of 
those that requested clemency 3.

US Constitution Article II Section II

The President shall be Commander in Chief of the Army 
and Navy of the United States, and of the Militia of the 
several States, when called into the actual Service of the 
United States; he may require the Opinion, in writing, of 
the principal Officer in each of the executive Departments, 
upon any Subject relating to the Duties of their respective 
Offices, and he shall have Power to grant Reprieves and 
Pardons for Offences against the United States, except in 
Cases of Impeachment.

The President usually receives recommendations for 
clemency candidates through the Department of Justice’s 
application process. Presidents can grant clemency 
without advisement from the Department of Justice, but 
that happens rarely. 

Need for LeniencyClemency, A Way Out

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/07/11/unprecedented-historic-corruption-why-trumps-pardon-history-is-extraordinary/
https://www.justice.gov/pardon/clemency-initiative
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/01/20/obama-used-more-clemency-power/
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DETERMINE YOUR  
ROUTE TO CLEMENCY

The first step in winning clemency for someone you care about is knowing whether 
they’re in a state or federal prison. 

Only the president can grant clemency to those in federal prisons, and governors 
have the power to grant clemency to those in state prisons. 

Before applying for clemency for yourself or a loved one in state prison, it’s good to 
know your state’s clemency policy. As state clemency isn’t federally regulated, each 
state has a different process to navigate.

Collateral Consequences Research Center 4 provides a policy pardon and practice 
guide that lets you know exactly what you’re up against in your state. Start by 
reading this guide to make sure you’re prepared for the road ahead.

If you’re seeking federal clemency, you can apply through the Department of 
Justice’s website. 

States can change how often they grant clemency depending on the whims of the 
governor that they have in office.

1

How to Apply for ClemencyClemency, A Way Out

https://ccresourcecenter.org/state-restoration-profiles/50-state-comparisoncharacteristics-of-pardon-authorities-2/
https://www.justice.gov/pardon/clemency-forms-instructions
https://www.justice.gov/pardon/clemency-forms-instructions
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Each state has different requirements that makes one eligible for clemency 
granted by their governor. Most states require a certain portion of the sentence to 
be served before a clemency application will be considered.

They usually also suggest not filing for clemency if other legal procedures to 
shorten a sentence are in action.

The Criminal Justice Policy Foundation’s5 state clemency guide provides 
information on each separate state’s eligibility requirements. Use this guide to get 
an idea of the right time to apply.

While  each  state  has  a  different process, most states make a distinction 
between applying for a pardon or a commutation of one’s sentence. It’s important 
to use the resources provided here to understand your state’s process for which 
type of clemency you’re seeking. Pardons usually require a waiting period after 
release and will practically erase a conviction from someone’s record if granted. 
Commutations are usually what people who are incarcerated would use to obtain 
release.

Most states have forms for commutations and pardons that need to be 
accompanied by a letter describing why the applicant deserves to be pardoned. 
New York6 suggests that the letter includes examples of rehabilitation and 
accomplishments since their incarceration.

The Justice Department’s pardon attorney7 provides the standards for considering 
petitions for federal clemency on their website. They consider the petitioner’s 
post-conviction conduct, the severity of the crime, when the crime took place, 
acceptance of responsibility with remorse and atonement, need for relief and 
official recommendations and reports. 
 
The federal government also makes a distinction between pardon and 
commutation applications. Visit the DOJ’s site for more information on each facet 
of the process.

UNDERSTANDING
ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS2

As mentioned above, the Justice Department will ask for official recommendations 
and reports when considering your petition for clemency. They will also look to see if 
a petitioner  has a  stable job and living situation lined up after release while making 
their decision. Many states follow the same process, so it’s important to gather 
your resources before the application is submitted. There are three highly requested 
resources you’ll often see for state clemency applications.

Proof of Accomplishments

Letters of Recommendation

When including a record of an applicant’s accomplishments, be prepared  to  submit 
proof of those accomplishments. Degrees, certificates of completion and more will bolster 
the applicant’s strengths in the eyes of those reviewing their application.

Gather letters of recommendation from faith leaders, community members, and 
others to attest to the applicant’s character. The more letters the better, but one 
strong letter can make all the difference.

Processing Fee Information
Unfortunately, several states ask for money before they’ll review your application. 
Louisiana8, for example, requires a $150 fee before processing pardon or 
commutation applications.

Be sure to understand the costs associated with the applications in your state 
before starting the process.

GATHER YOUR
QUALIFICATION RESOURCES3

How to Apply for ClemencyClemency, A Way Out

https://www.cjpf.org/state-clemency
https://www.ny.gov/services/apply-clemency
https://www.justice.gov/pardon/about-office-0
https://www.justice.gov/pardon/about-office-0
https://doc.louisiana.gov/imprisoned-person-programs-resources/pardons-parole/application-for-commutation-of-sentence/
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In the event that a petition for clemency reaches the hearing stage, 
there are usually a few people in attendance.

Clemency hearings on the state level often follow a process where they 
allow people to attend and make the case for a petitioner’s release or 
for the denial of that release. Clemency boards meet many times a 
year to go over applications and make recommendations on whether 
or not they feel the application merits going forward to the governor.

Usually, attorneys and character witnesses will be allowed to plead 
the case along with family members at some point during the process. 
Before attending the hearing, be sure to write out a short, heartfelt 
speech on why you believe your loved one should receive clemency. 
                               
There is also a segment of the hearings where the incarcerated person 
is allowed to speak via teleconferencing, or the formerly incarcerated 
person is allowed to speak in the hearing in person. Again, this is a 
situation where preparing remarks ahead of time can make your case 
seem especially strong.

Because of COVID-19 complications, many states are limiting attendees 
to hearings or making other changes to the hearing process. Research 
your state’s hearing process and the new limitations they are adding 
because of COVID-19 in order to properly prepare for the hearing.

UNDERSTANDING
HEARING REQUIREMENTS4
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Silicon Valley De-Bug pioneered the model in California, but there are several hubs around the country. Including Participatory 
Defense Movement NOLA (PDMNola), run by Fox and Rob from  the Amazon Studios documentary Time.

Participatory defense is a community organizing 
model that can be used by people facing charges, their 
families, and their communities to impact the outcome of 
cases and transform the landscape of power in the court 
system. It is an opportunity to meet others impacted 
by the criminal justice system to share knowledge, 
resources and learn how to navigate the system. Family 
and community involvement can dramatically change the 
outcome of the case of a loved one. 

There are three principles that guide the model:

Family and community strength gives people the 
support they need to reduce incarceration for the 
loved ones in their communities.

Empowering people as organizers/agents of change 
who can advocate on their own behalf instead of 
powerless service recipients that can’t fight back.

Finally, as individual cases are resolved and the 
people involved in those cases remain in the work, 
they build the movement of impacted peoples to  
hold the courts accountable and make the systemic 
change to end mass incarceration for good.

1.

2.

3.
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https://www.participatorydefense.org/
https://www.participatorydefense.org/hubs
http://richfamilyministries.org/pdmnola
http://richfamilyministries.org/pdmnola
https://www.participatorydefense.org/about


Using the organizing model, people in the community rally and lean 
on one another to ease the burden of fighting the court system. It 
can be easy to give up hope when facing a long sentence, therefore 
it is important to inform your community and create a local 
foundation of support and advocacy.

Submit 9 a Family Request for your loved one who is facing charges in the 
criminal/ juvenile or immigration court system.

Submit 10 a Community Organization Request for training to support a member(s) 
in your community who were arrested and are coming into contact with the 
criminal justice system.

Submit 11 a Defense Attorney Request if you have a client that needs a social 
biography video, also known as a mitigation video to humanize clients , or 
interested in bringing participatory defense into your practice.

How to Bring Participatory  
Defense to Your Community

This training is geared for community organizations that have 
constituencies who may come into contact with the criminal 
justice system and need the tools to be able to support those 
families effectively when the moment calls. Training runs for 3-4 
hours, explains the criminal justice system and identifies points 
of intervention, as well as specific tools that staff and/or key 
leaders can walk away with to build their capacity to support their 
constituencies. (Online and in-person training options available.)

This training is for organizations who want to implement a 
regular space or structure in their organization/ group to 
support their local community with cases in the criminal and/
or juvenile justice systems in a consistent and sustained way. 
This comprehensive training runs for approximately 2 days and 
covers the points of intervention to impact the criminal justice 
system, meeting infrastructure, defense preparation tools, and 
campaign development. Organizations that become participatory 
defense hubs will receive technical support from De-Bug as well as 
membership into the National Participatory Defense Network.

Introduction to Participatory Defense 

Participatory Deference Hub Training Series

Support and Trainings Offered 
to Organizations Nationwide

24 25Participatory DefenseClemency, A Way Out

https://forms.gle/GtqAoMnn2QmdjWNG9
https://forms.gle/XhQPkELduVUq5jdU9
https://forms.gle/eU98qt6D2NkrYy8LA
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Introductory sessions on participatory defense to defense 
attorneys, discussing the origins, principles, and workings of 
participatory defense. Using case examples, the Participatory 
Defense Network shows how families, communities, and defenders  
collaborated to impact the outcomes of cases, and discuss ways 
defenders can improve and build on relationships with their 
client communities. The training also covers how community and 
defender partnerships can lead to systemic changes in the courts.

De-Bug produces social biography videos, which are created to 
humanize people for the purposes of impacting sentencing, plea-
negotiations, and more, and gives training to public defender offices 
and participatory defense hubs on how to create them. Training 
ranges from introductory sessions on the methods of producing 
these videos to all-day and two-day training where participants 
learn all phases of production.

Participatory Defense Network

Social Biography Video and Packet Trainings

As an organization and community, Silicon Valley De-Bug has been a part of the national movement marching in the streets and demanding police accountability 
for 19 years. Please contact at info@siliconvalleydebug.org or (408) 971-4965.

Support and Trainings Offered 
to Defense Attorneys and Teams

This training is geared for community organizations that have 
constituencies who may come into contact with the criminal 
justice system and need the tools to be able to support those 
families effectively when the moment calls. Training runs for 3-4 
hours, explains the criminal justice system and identifies points 
of intervention, as well as specific tools that staff and/or key 
leaders can walk away with to build their capacity to support their 
constituencies. (Online and in-person training options available.)

Introduction to Participatory Defense 

Support and Trainings Offered 
to Organizations Nationwide

Clemency, A Way Out Participatory Defense

http://www.siliconvalleydebug.org/
mailto:mailto:info%40siliconvalleydebug.org?subject=
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PARTICIPATORY DEFENSE 
NETWORK

ATLANTA, GA
Atlanta Participatory Defense Hub

Contact Email:  
lisa@songsouth.org

Meeting Location: 
SONG Office  
561 W Whitehall St SW 
Atlanta, GA 30310

Social Media:
@songatlanta

BOSTON, MA
Families for Justice as Healing

Contact Email:  
mhanora@justiceashealing.org ; 
cel4justice@gmail.com

Contact Phone:
(617) 992-7185

Meeting Location:
100R Warren Street 
Roxbury, MA 02119 

Social Media:
@justicehealing

BIRMINGHAM, AL
Birmingham Empowerment and 
Advocacy Hub (Alabama Justice 
Initiative)

Contact Email:  
latonyatate413@gmail.com

Meeting Location: 
Beloved Community Church 131 
41st Street South Birmingham, AL 
35222

CAMP SPRINGS, MD
Community Defense of Prince 
George’s County (Life After Release)

Contact Phone: 
(240) 200-4472

Meeting Location: 
Life After Release 
4710 Auth Rd 
Camp Springs, MD 20774  

Contact Website:
lifeafterrelease.org

Social Media: 
#lifeafterrelease

GILROY, CA
Community Agency for Resources 
Advocacy & Services (CARAS)

Contact Email:  
sarmendariz@carassouthcounty.org; 
rarmendariz@carassouthcounty.org

Contact Phone:
(408) 847-4978

Meeting Location:
381 First St. Suite B, Gilroy, CA

DURHAM, NC
Bull City Participatory Defense

Contact Email:  
Participatorydefense@gmail.com

Contact Phone: 
(919) 344-9757

Meeting Location: 
112 Broadway St  
Durham, NC @ ReCity

Social Media:
Participatory Defense Durham

EVERETT, WA
PNW Creative Defense

Contact Email:  
kjunejor6@gmail.com

Contact Phone: 
(206) 492-9213

Meeting Location: 
Please call for location

GAINESVILLE, FL
LEAH – Legal Empowerment  
and Advocacy Hub

Contact Email:  
participatorydefensegville@gmail.
com

Contact Phone: 
(352) 559-4719

Social Media:
@JusticeforFlorida

Contact Website:
leahforjustice.com

BRIDGEPORT, CT
Women Against Mass Incarceration

Contact Email:  
Twbain@wamict.org

Contact Phone:
(917) 600-2747

Meeting Location:
840B State Street  
Bridgeport, CT

Clemency, A Way Out Participatory Defense Network

mailto:mailto:lisa%40songsouth.org?subject=
mailto:mailto:mhanora%40justiceashealing.org?subject=
mailto:mailto:cel4justice%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:mailto:latonyatate413%40gmail.com?subject=
https://lifeafterrelease.org/
mailto:mailto:sarmendariz%40carassouthcounty.org?subject=
mailto:mailto:rarmendariz%40carassouthcounty.org?subject=
mailto:mailto:kjunejor6%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:mailto:participatorydefensegville%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:mailto:participatorydefensegville%40gmail.com?subject=
http://www.leahforjustice.com/
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KNOXVILLE, TN
Community Defense of East Tennessee

Contact Email:  
communitydefenseet@gmail.com

Contact Phone:  
(865) 297-3203

Meeting Location: 
Tabernacle Baptist Church  
2137 Martin Luther King Jr. Ave 
Knoxville TN 37915

Social Media:
instagram: cdet_ 
Twitter: @CommunityDefET

Facebook Community
Defense East Tennessee

LAS VEGAS, NV
Las Vegas Participatory Defense Hub

Contact Email:  
lturner@planevada.org

Contact Phone:
(323) 926-6998

Meeting Location:
PLAN (Progressive Leadership Alliance of 
Nevada)
2330 Paseo Del Prado C109  
Las Vegas, NV 89102

LOS ANGELES, CA  
Sister Warriors Freedom Coalition, Young 
Women’s Freedom Center and Youth 
Justice Coalition 

Contact Email:  
rojas@youngwomenfree.org; phal.sok@
youth4justice.org

NASHVILLE, TN
Participatory Defense Nashville (Free 
Hearts)

Contact Email:  
nashvillepartdef@siliconvalleydebug.org

Meeting Location: 
McGruder Family Resource Center 2013 
25th Ave North Nashville, TN 37208

Social Media:
@freeheartsorg  
@pd_nashville

OAKLAND, CA
Oakland Participatory Defense Hub

Collaboration between All of Us or None, 
CURYJ, Urban Peace Movement, Young 
Women’s  
Freedom Center

Contact Email:  
alamedapdhub@googlegroups.com

Contact Phone: 
(510) 768-8434

Meeting Location: 
The Freedom and Movement Center 
4400 Market Street, Oakland CA

NORRISTOWN, PA & 
POTTSTOWN, PA

MontCo Participatory Defense

Contact Email:  
montcopartdef@gmail.com,  
Heather@reunitingfamilybailfund.org

Contact Phone:
(610) 349-2297
(484) 222-0437

Meeting Location: 
113 E Main Street  
Norristown PA 19401

SAN DIEGO, CA
Free San Diego

Collaboration between Pillars of the 
Community San Diego, ACLU, and Think 
Dignity

Contact Email:  
Laila@potcsd.org

Contact Phone:
(619)255-9950

Meeting Location: 
6443 Imperial Ave  
San Diego, CA 92114

NEW ORLEANS, LA
Participatory Defense Movement NOLA 
(PDMNola)

Contact Email:  
pdmnola@gmail.com

Contact Phone:
(225) 278-0644

Meeting Location: 
1024 Elysian Fields  
New Orleans, LA

Contact Website:
richfamilyministries.org/pdmnola

Social Media:
@pdmnola 
@pd_nashville

Clemency, A Way Out Participatory Defense Network

mailto:communitydefenseet@gmail.com
mailto:lturner@planevada.org
mailto:rojas@youngwomenfree.org
mailto:phal.sok@youth4justice.org
mailto:phal.sok@youth4justice.org
mailto:mailto:nashvillepartdef%40siliconvalleydebug.org?subject=
http://richfamilyministries.org/pdmnola
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PHILADELPHIA, PA
Best Outcomes (Mothers In Charge)

Contact Email:  
sheedymac1958@gmail.com, 
val1tim3@gmail.com

Contact Phone:
(215) 228-1718
(267)357-6241

Meeting Location: 
Mothers In Charge
520 N Delaware Ave, Suite 302  
Philadelphia, PA 19123

Contact Website:
westphillydefensehub

Germantown Participatory  
Defense Hub

Contact Email:  
gtwnpdhub@gmail.com

Contact Phone:
(267) 277-3117

Meeting Location: 
Janes United Methodist Church  
Thelma C. Nichols Education Building 
47 E. Haines Street 
Philadelphia, PA 19144

Contact Website:
philadefender.org/participatorydefense/

Haddington Hub

Contact Email:  
pleasant4322@gmail.com 
ardellashouse@gmail.com

Contact Phone:
(610) 931-3925

Meeting Location: 
Please email for meeting  
time and location

Philly Youth Hub (YASP)

Contact Email:  
info@yaspproject.com

Contact Phone:
(267) 571-9277

Meeting Location: 
924 Cherry Street, 5th floor 
Philadelphia, PA

Social Media:
@yaspprojectphilly

North Philly Hub

Contact Email:  
gvnorton@zionbaptphilly.org

Contact Phone:
(215) 490-5884

Meeting Location: 
Zion Baptist Church  
of Philadelphia

South Philly Participatory Hub

Contact Email:  
circlemobilizing@gmail.com

Contact Phone:
(484) 440-9560

Meeting Location: 
2212 S. Broad Street 
Philadelphia, PA 19145

Contact Website:
www.facebook.com/
southphillydefensehub

West Philly Participatory Defense Hub

Contact Email:  
westphillydefensehub@gmail.com

Contact Phone:
(267) 766-0097

Meeting Location: 
Kingsessing Recreation Center 
4901 Kingsessing Ave 
Philadelphia, PA 19143

Contact Website:
www.facebook.com/
westphillydefensehub/

Social Media:
@westphillyhub

Clemency, A Way Out Participatory Defense Network

mailto:mailto:gvnorton%40zionbaptphilly.org?subject=
mailto:circlemobilizing@gmail.com
https://www.facebook.com/southphillydefensehub
https://www.facebook.com/southphillydefensehub
mailto:westphillydefensehub@gmail.com
https://www.philadefender.org/participatorydefense/
https://www.philadefender.org/participatorydefense/
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SANTA ANA, CA
Resilience OC

Contact Email:  
info@resilienceoc.org

Contact Phone: 
(657) 210-0157

Meeting Location: 
1415 E. 17th Street, Suite 100B 
Santa Ana, CA 92705

Contact Website:
resilienceoc.org

Social Media:
@ResilienceOC

SAN JOSE, CA
Silicon Valley De-Bug - Albert Cobarrubias 
Justice Project

Contact Email:  
alicia@siliconvalleydebug.org

Contact Phone:
(408) 971-4965

Meeting Location: 
Silicon Valley De-Bug 
701 Lenzen Avenue, 
San Jose, CA 95126

Contact Website:
siliconvalleydebug.org

Social Media:
Facebook: sv.debug  
Instagram: @sv_debug  
Twitter: @svdebug

TACOMA, WA
Pierce County Participatory Defense

Contact Email:  
piercecountypd@gmail.com

SAN FRANCISCO, CA
San Francisco Participatory Defense Hub 
(Young Women’s Freedom Center)

Contact Email:  
eve@youngwomenfree.org

Contact Phone:
(510) 980-1447

Meeting Location: 
832 Folsom Street  
San Francisco, CA

Contact Website:
youngwomenfree.org

UNION CITY, CA
A. L. Costa Community 
Development Center

Contact Email:  
info@alcostacdc.org

STOCKTON, CA
Father & Families of San Joaquin

Contact Email:  
iacosta@ffsj.org

Contact Phone:
(209) 941-0701

Meeting Location: 
338 E Market St  
Stockton, CA 95202

Contact Website:
www.ffsj.org

Social Media:
@ffsjstockton

NEW HAVEN, CT
Family Justice Hub

Contact Email:  
jewu@ctbailfund.org

Contact Phone:
(203) 290-1603

Meeting Location:
19 Grand Avenue  
New Haven, CT 06513

Contact Website:
ctbailfund.org

Social Media: 
@ctbailfund
@foxandrob

Clemency, A Way Out Participatory Defense Network

https://resilienceoc.org/
http://www.siliconvalleydebug.org/
https://www.youngwomenfree.org/
https://www.ffsj.org/
mailto:mailto:jewu%40ctbailfund.org?subject=
https://www.ctbailfund.org/
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Creative strategy and ideation of the TIME Capsule, 
microsite, and Toolkit were conceptualized and 
produced by Maestra.
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