
Debevoise’s Holloway Project and “Second Looks”: How
Challenging One Discrete Racial Inequity in Federal
Criminal Justice Can Help Produce Systemic Change

I. Introduction
Good for the Federal Sentencing Reporter for dedicating an
Issue to Clemency. And good for Margaret Love, one of the
leading lights on the topic, for guest editing it.

The president’s power to grant clemency is but one
feature of a sentence-correction ecosystem. The others
include direct appeals, collateral challenges, and retroactive
amendments to the Sentencing Guidelines (“guidelines”),
as well as reductions based on post-conviction cooperation
with the government, an inmate’s age and medical condi-
tion, or the pressing need for an inmate to perform care-
giver responsibilities. Some of those measures require legal
defects in the conviction or sentence; one depends on the
Sentencing Commission’s policy choices; another on the
government’s crime control choices; and the others on the
extreme offender characteristics specified above. But the
abolition of federal parole in the 1980s left the clemency
power as the only way to correct lawfully imposed sentences
for the simple reason that they are too damn long.

Or did it? This article is about another way to correct
sentences for that simple reason, one that has been right
there all along but was moribund for decades, and about
a 2018 statute and a Debevoise & Plimpton pro bono project
that breathed life into it. And it is a critical Article III
complement to the Article II clemency power.

For the past five years, the Holloway Project at Debe-
voise has advocated for federal prisoners, overwhelmingly
men of color, who were given bone-crushing sentences
pursuant to the cruelest mandatory sentencing law the
federal system had to offer: the twenty-five-year mandatory
and consecutive sentence for “second or successive” firearm
convictions under 18 U.S.C. § 924(c). The typical Holloway
Project client is a middle-aged man who was sentenced
decades ago for robbery sprees in which a firearm was used
but no one was hurt and little was stolen. In almost all of
their cases, the indefensible sentences—often as not the
equivalent of life without parole—had nothing to do with
their culpability and everything to do with their refusals to
cooperate and/or plead guilty.

Left behind by efforts to reform nonviolent drug offense
sentences, our clients are among the highest-hanging fruit
on the sentencing reform tree: men who are actually guilty
of multiple violent crimes committed with firearms.

Anyone who thinks defendants who fit that description
cannot receive manifestly unjust sentences hasn’t spent
enough time in federal courtrooms over the last thirty years.
And anyone who thinks such men cannot mature in prison
into commendable people deserving of a second chance
doesn’t understand what people are capable of accom-
plishing. Yet there are no foundations or law school clinics
devoted to securing justice for them. Until recently, they
were gone and forgotten.

Enter the Holloway Project. Established in 2016 for the
specific purpose of rectifying the miscarriages of justice
inflicted disproportionately on Black men in the form of
“stacked” sentences under § 924(c), at first the project
overestimated the capacity of the Department of Justice
(DOJ) for mercy and compassion. As a result, it failed
completely for more than two years. Then, in December
2018, the First Step Act (“First Step”) transformed us from
hat-in-hand supplicants into litigants, squaring off in court
against the same prosecutors before whom we had groveled
for mercy.

The results have been impressive and of enormous
significance, and not just for our clients and the families
and communities to which we’ve returned them. One of the
holy grails of sentencing reformers over the past two dec-
ades is a judicial “second look” at the excessively severe
sentences the previous reform movement ushered into our
federal and state criminal justice systems.1 A lot of gifted
lawyers, including many of the brightest minds in the
academy, have worked hard to achieve that goal. The need
for it has been glaring; parole was abolished in the federal
system some thirty-five years ago in the name of certainty in
sentencing, but too many of those certain sentences were
imposed not by judges but by prosecutors, whose impru-
dent exercises of discretion forced sentencing outcomes
that shame us all.

Thanks to First Step, we now have a meaningful “second
look” in the federal system, and the Holloway Project has
helped to place its potential and importance in the sharpest
possible relief. Many others have contributed to the effort,
among them Professor Shon Hopwood at Georgetown and
the immensely talented and dedicated federal defenders
throughout the country. But the most significant contribu-
tors by far are the countless federal judges who have
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stepped up to the plate and taken those second looks. After
holistic, compassionate reevaluations of the men our clients
have become after all their years in prison, those judges
have injected some humanity and justice into a sentencing
regime that is still in desperate need of both.

II. Sentence Reductions Under 18 U.S.C. § 3582(c)(1)(A)
Before the First Step Act
What has become known colloquially as the
“compassionate release” statute, 18 U.S.C. § 3582(c)(1)(A),
was enacted as part of the Comprehensive Crime Control
Act of 1984. Prior to First Step, § 3582(c)(1)(A) provided as
follows:

[T]he court, upon motion of the Director of the
Bureau of Prisons, may reduce the term of imprison-
ment . . . after considering the factors set forth in sec-
tion 3553(a) to the extent they are applicable, if it finds
that—

(i) extraordinary and compelling reasons warrant such
a reduction; or

(ii) the defendant is at least 70 years of age, has served at
least 30 years in prison, . . . and a determination has
been made by the Director of the Bureau of Prisons
that the defendant is not a danger to the safety of any
other person in the community . . . and that such
a reduction is consistent with applicable policy state-
ments issued by the Sentencing Commission[.]2

The goals of the statute were clear. Having abolished
parole and created a “completely restructured guidelines
sentencing system,”3 Congress recognized the need for
judicial authority to reduce previously imposed sentences:

The Committee believes that there may be unusual
cases in which an eventual reduction in the length of
a term of imprisonment is justified by changed cir-
cumstances. These would include cases of severe ill-
ness, cases in which other extraordinary and compelling
circumstances justify a reduction of an unusually long
sentence, and some cases in which the sentencing guide-
lines for the offense of which the defendant was convicted
have been later amended to provide a shorter term of
imprisonment.4

The three italicized categories of cases are revealing. The
third anticipated downward adjustments to guidelines
sentences that the Commission would make retroactive,5

and § 3582(c)(2) authorized sentence reductions accord-
ingly.6 The first, severe illness, would become, due to
subsequent events described below, the popular conception
of “compassionate release.” The second anticipated
a determinate system in which prosecutors would be
empowered to force courts to impose extraordinarily long
mandatory sentences and established a critical safety valve.
Rather than subject all federal sentences to opaque review
by the Parole Commission, Congress provided for
a “second look” at a small subset—“unusually long” ones,

in cases presenting “extraordinary and compelling” rea-
sons. In those narrow circumstances, § 3582(c)(1)(A)(i)
permitted transparent sentence reductions in court-
rooms—in other words, judicial second looks.7

So far, so good. But our federal sentencing regime since
the mid-1980s has been littered with the adverse conse-
quences of a handful of critical mistakes by Congress and
the Sentencing Commission. In this context, it was the
decision by Congress to condition sentence reductions
under § 3582(c)(1)(A) on a motion brought by the Bureau of
Prisons (BOP).8 The error was compounded by the Sen-
tencing Commission’s failure for two decades to comply
with Congress’s directive to “describe what should be con-
sidered extraordinary and compelling reasons for sentence
reduction.”9 By the time the Commission got around to it,
the BOP had mired itself in a rut of its own making. Placed
by Congress in the role of gatekeeper, it chose to almost
never open the gate,10 and on the few occasions when it did,
it filed motions only on behalf of elderly, extremely ill
inmates. As a result, a generation of lawyers, judges, and
inmates came to believe that “compassionate release” (a
term found nowhere in the statute) was hardly ever avail-
able, and when it was, it was limited to those narrow
circumstances.

III. Section 924(c) “Stacking”
Section 924(c) mandates consecutive minimum sentences
when a firearm is used or possessed during a crime of
violence. A defendant’s first conviction under the law
requires a sentence of five years (seven if the weapon is
brandished, ten if it’s discharged). Additionally, before the
First Step amendment, “second or successive” convictions
each resulted in a mandatory consecutive sentence of
twenty-five years, even if they were obtained in the same
case as the first.11 The practice of charging multiple § 924(c)
counts in a single case became known as “stacking.”

When a defendant commits multiple robberies with
firearms, prosecutors have broad charging discretion. They
can charge only the robbery counts and seek upward
adjustments in the guidelines range based on the presence
of the gun.12 Or they can bring one or more charges under
§ 924(c) and seek the much harsher (and mandatory) sen-
tences described above on each such count. Unfortunately,
the government, armed by Congress with a discretionary
power to compel the ultra-harsh punishments by stacking
§ 924(c) counts, exercised that power for decades not
against the most culpable defendants, but against those
who refused to cooperate and/or plead guilty.13 Even more
troubling, as the Sentencing Commission reported over
and over again, was the government’s decades-long habit of
deploying stacked § 924(c) counts in racially dispropor-
tionate fashion against Black men.14

IV. The Origin of the Holloway Project
The Holloway Project traces its origin back to 1995. Fran-
cois Holloway, who operated a chop shop, committed three
carjackings in twenty-four hours; his accomplice had a gun
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in each. The crimes were serious, but no one was physically
injured. Holloway was offered a plea bargain under which
the government would drop two of the three § 924(c)
counts; Holloway would have to serve about nine years in
prison. Instead, he insisted on going to trial, a choice that
cost him more than forty years because he was convicted of
the stacked § 924(c) charges and the law at the time
required that he be sentenced to fifty-seven years.

I was Holloway’s sentencing judge. His mandatory
sentence haunted me for almost two decades. In 2013, I
issued an order requesting that the United States Attorney
consider agreeing to the dismissal of two or more of Hol-
loway’s § 924(c) convictions. U.S. Attorney Loretta Lynch
worked hard in response to the request, carefully consid-
ering Holloway’s impressive rehabilitation while incarcer-
ated, contacting the victims of his crimes, and taking into
account the excessive severity of his sentence. In July 2014,
she exercised her discretion to grant my request, allowing
me to reduce what was effectively a sentence of life without
parole to a sentence of time served, giving Holloway back
the rest of his life.

I published a memorandum opinion describing these
events more fully,15 and that made me popular among other
inmates in the federal system who were serving excessive
sentences resulting from stacked § 924(c) counts. They
wrote me letters, hoping I would somehow do for them
what I was able to do for Holloway.

Their stories were compelling. Ted Davis was more than
twenty years into a sentence based on his minor role in
a string of robberies committed when he was eighteen years
old. Likened by his prosecutor to the orphans in Oliver

Twist, Ted made the mistake of insisting on a trial. The
other “orphans,” who pled guilty, had been released more
than fifteen years earlier, but in 2016 Ted was still looking
at more than a decade in prison. Eric Andrews was only
nineteen years old, with no criminal history, when he par-
ticipated in thirteen robberies of small markets and gas
stations. Again, there were no physical injuries and only
small amounts were stolen, but Eric also chose to go to trial,
so he was sentenced to three hundred and eleven years. Not all
of the men who wrote me had gotten their unjust sentences
as punishment for going to trial. Thomas McCoy, also only
nineteen when he participated in a robbery spree a lot like
Eric’s, decided not to risk dying in prison, so he accepted
a plea offer pursuant to which he was serving “only” thirty-
five mandatory years.

I was struck by how moving the letters were and by how
many I received. There were hundreds of them. A few years
later, a Sentencing Commission report would show that
more than 2,500 inmates received stacked § 924(c) sen-
tences between 2000 and 2018.16 The letters showed me
that there were many more who were sentenced before
2000 and were still facing decades (in some instances
centuries) of additional time in prison.

I left the bench and joined Debevoise in the spring of
2016. That summer brought shootings of Black men by
police officers on successive days in Minnesota and

Louisiana. The firm’s response included an all-hands
meeting in which lawyers and staff spoke candidly about
the shootings, about the role of race in policing and in
criminal justice generally, and about how many in our
midst had personally suffered the effects of racism at the
hands of law enforcement on a regular basis. At that
meeting, we decided as a firm to do something concrete to
address racial inequities in criminal justice. I already had
a substantial client base in the form of the inmate letters I
had saved, so Debevoise started the Holloway Project.

V. Phase One of the Project—Hat in Hand
The first phase of the project boiled down to asking U.S.
Attorneys around the country to do what Loretta Lynch had
done in the Holloway case. In detailed letters setting forth
the circumstances of our clients’ offenses, their remarkable
rehabilitative accomplishments, their impressive BOP dis-
ciplinary histories, their release plans, and the legal
authority for our request, we sought the prosecutors’ con-
sent to the dismissal of one or more of the stacked § 924(c)
counts so that a more just sentence could be imposed. We
had dozens of clients who were even deeper into their
sentences than Holloway had been and presented even
more compelling cases for mercy. We sent copies of the
letters to the judges in our clients’ cases, and some urged
the U.S. Attorney to agree to our requests. Several judges
stated that the sentences they were forced to impose had
bothered them for years, just as Holloway’s had done to me.

Not a single prosecutor agreed. Some never even
responded. For more than two years, the project sought
compassion and mercy from the institution that was solely
responsible for our clients’ indefensible sentences, and
found none. It was an unmitigated failure.

VI. The First Step Act
On December 21, 2018, President Trump signed the First
Step Act into law.17 It did many things, but as it related to
the Holloway Project, First Step amended both § 924(c) and
the sentence reduction statute, 18 U.S.C. § 3582(c)(1)(A).

On the § 924(c) front, the new law brought both good
news and bad. The good part was that Section 403 of First
Step, titled “Clarification of Section 924(c),” established
that Congress never intended the enhanced, twenty-five-
year mandatory consecutive sentences for “second or
successive” § 924(c) convictions to apply when those con-
victions came in the same case as the first. First Step
amended § 924(c) so that will never happen again, and by
doing so placed an imprimatur on one of the core argu-
ments we had been making to U.S. Attorneys around the
country. We were now able to say that even that Congress,
and even that President, neither one known for excessive
sympathy for violent offenders, had agreed with us that the
sentences resulting from stacked § 924(c) counts in
a defendant’s first § 924(c) case were so draconian they had
to be abolished.

The bad news was that the amendment was made ret-
roactive only to cases that had not yet been sentenced. Our
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clients were serving mandatory sentences imposed decades
earlier. They would not be eligible for relief under Section
403 of First Step.

But First Step also amended the sentence reduction
statute. Section 603(b) of the new law removed the BOP as
the gatekeeper for motions to reduce sentences under §
3582(c)(1)(A). Titled “Increasing the Use and Transparency
of Compassionate Release,” it allowed inmates to file such
motions themselves, even in the absence of BOP support
and, indeed, even if the BOP had affirmatively rejected the
inmate’s request for a BOP motion.

At first blush, this latter amendment did not appear to
be a game changer, for two reasons. The first was the
popular misconception that only old and infirm inmates
had a shot at sentence reductions. The BOP had imbued
that belief in us all through more than two decades of
miserly invocation of its authority to move for sentence
reductions. The second was the statutory command that
sentence reductions under § 3582(c) had to be consistent
with any applicable policy statement in the Commission’s
Guidelines Manual. That provision, U.S.S.G. § 1B1.13,
required a BOP motion. It also appeared, on its face, to vest
in the BOP the authority to determine whether extraordi-
nary reasons other than age, medical condition, and care-
giver status warrant a sentence reduction no matter who
made the motion.18 Since the Commission itself was (and
remains) without a quorum, DOJ would argue that even
after First Step, judges were without authority to reduce the
sentences of our clients.

The situation thus seemed perplexing. Thousands of
men were serving mandatory sentences that were orders of
magnitude longer than Congress ever intended them to
receive, and Congress had now condemned those sen-
tences going forward. “So, what to do?” wrote Judge David
Larimer a couple of months after First Step was enacted.
“One option now is for those in the system to say to Mr.
[Chad] Marks,” the defendant he had sentenced years ear-
lier, “‘too bad, the changes don’t apply to you and you must
serve the lengthy remainder of your 40-year term, and
perhaps die in jail.’” Another option, the judge wrote, was
for U.S. Attorneys to understand that our criminal justice
“system is about justice and fairness ultimately,” and to
consider agreeing to vacate § 924(c) convictions so that
judges can do justice. “The record reflects extraordinary
accomplishments” by Marks, he wrote, and “[e]xtraordinary
cases require extraordinary care and sometimes extraordi-
nary relief.” He urged the U.S. Attorney in the Western
District of New York to review my opinion in Holloway and
do what the prosecutor had done there.19 Judge Larimer
was not alone; in the wake of First Step, several judges sua
sponte encouraged the U.S. Attorneys to reconsider our
requests for relief on consent. They all declined.

Judge Larimer’s words foreshadowed the answer to his
own question. The relief contemplated by the statute, as one
of our Holloway Project clients pointed out to me in the
immediate aftermath of First Step becoming law, has never

been restricted to the aged and infirm. On its face, it

authorizes sentence reductions whenever “extraordinary
and compelling reasons” warrant them. Our clients were
serving breathtakingly long sentences that Congress never
intended and had now abolished; though their offense
conduct was serious, in almost all the cases no one was hurt
and little was stolen; most had received the sentences as
a penalty for refusing to cooperate and/or exercising the
right to trial; they’d demonstrated extraordinary efforts to
rehabilitate themselves while in custody; and most were
Black men who’d been subjected to cruel mandatory
enhancements that had been invoked by DOJ in a racially
discriminatory fashion for decades. Really, what could be
more extraordinary and compelling than that?

We saw our opportunity, and from that point forward we
devoted all of our efforts to pursuing it in the courts.

VII. Phase Two of the Project—Litigation
Liberated from the futility of asking for mercy from U.S.
Attorneys and the BOP,20 our clients could now file
motions directly with the courts seeking sentence reduc-
tions under § 3582(c)(1)(A) based on extraordinary and
compelling reasons. We have filed forty-three such motions
all over the country, litigating them in twenty-nine district
courts and in seven courts of appeals.

We’ve done well. Seventeen clients have already been
reunited with their families. (One is Chad Marks; after
reading Judge Larimer’s order, we brought a motion on his
behalf and the judge rejected the government’s desperate
efforts to keep Marks in prison another twenty years.)21

Twenty-one cases have been won in the district courts;
we’ve had at least one success in every circuit except the
D.C. and Eighth circuits. We’ve had six positive appellate
outcomes.22 The Holloway Project has reduced its clients’
sentences by a total of 827 years.

In addition to the clients now under post-release
supervision, the Holloway Project currently has forty-nine
active cases in the courts, and our client list is growing.
There are limits to how many cases we can take on; as
mentioned above, thousands of men are serving stacked
§ 924(c) sentences, and no doubt a meaningful percentage
deserve consideration for reductions. So we have worked
closely with Professor Hopwood, the Federal Defender
Program, Families Against Mandatory Minimums, and the
National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers in the
hope that our project would provide a template for them
and others, including pro se defendants, to seek reductions
based on the favorable case law our successful motions have
created.23 Increasingly, they have achieved success.24

We’ve learned so much in the process. It’s impossible to
overestimate the government’s willingness to defend the
indefensible, for example. Even as they admitted the
excessive length of many of our clients’ sentences, they
clung to them. With a single exception—in 2021, the U.S.
Attorney in Puerto Rico agreed to our request for release of
a client who had already spent thirty years in prison—the
closest we came to compassion were decisions by some
prosecutors not to seek appellate review of sentence
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reductions they had vigorously opposed in the district
courts.

We also witnessed firsthand the federal judiciary waking
up to a power to act as a check on prosecutorial power over
sentencing. Not all seemed comfortable with it. One judge,
who has been on the bench since before the guidelines era
began, asked me point-blank whether I was contending that
the amended sentence reduction statute made him “King.”
No, it makes you a judge again, I responded, but he wasn’t
up to the task and our appeal in that case is pending. For the
most part, however, the judges showed both a hunger to do
justice and a determination to do it carefully. In opinion
after opinion, they engaged in precisely the holistic, full-
blown second look § 3582(c)(1)(A) was enacted to provide,
and many of the results are set forth in the margin.25

Each case raised both a legal question—do judges
actually have the authority to reduce the sentence?—and
then, depending on the district judge’s answer, the ques-
tion of whether, based on the facts of that particular case,
the defendant was worthy of relief. On the critical threshold
question, the government raised various arguments, but
the central ones are addressed below.

First, the prosecutors contended that reducing a sen-
tence resulting from stacked § 924(c) counts under the
compassionate release statute would amount to an
improper circumvention of Congress’s decision not to
make its amendment to § 924(c) fully retroactive. We suc-
cessfully argued that we were not bringing the motions to
retroactively apply Section 403 of the First Step Act; rather,
we brought them on the basis of the amendment to §
3582(c)(1)(A)(i) made by Section 603(b) of the First Step Act,
which allows a defendant to move for a sentence reduction
without the support of the BOP. In our McCoy case in the
Fourth Circuit, the court explained:

The fact that Congress chose not to make § 403 of the
First Step Act categorically retroactive does not mean
that courts may not consider that legislative change
in conducting their individualized reviews of
motions for compassionate release under §
3582(c)(1)(A)(i). As multiple district courts have
explained, there is a significant difference between
automatic vacatur and resentencing of an entire class
of sentences—with its avalanche of applications and
inevitable resentencings—and allowing for the pro-
vision of individual relief in the most grievous
cases.26

In short, § 3582(c)(1)(A)(i) authorizes courts to reduce
a sentence “in any case”—not any case “except those
involving stacked sentences under § 924(c)”—presenting
“extraordinary and compelling reasons warrant[ing]
a reduction.” And since one of the expressed purposes of
the statute was to allow judges to reduce “unusually long
sentence[s],” it would be odd indeed to require judges to
ignore a congressional determination that stacked § 924(c)
sentences were so unusually long that they would never be
imposed again in a defendant’s first § 924(c) case.27 Indeed,

“the very purpose of § 3582(c)(1)(A) is to provide a ‘safety
valve’ that allows for sentence reductions when there is not
a specific statute that already affords relief but ‘extraordi-
nary and compelling reasons’ nevertheless justify
a reduction.”28

Another argument, which we faced in every case, was
that even though Congress had cut the BOP out of the
middle for the express purpose of increasing the use of
sentence reductions, our clients in particular remained
subject to BOP’s control because their claimed extraordi-
nary and compelling reasons were not their age, medical
condition, or family circumstances. Relying on Application
Note 1(D) to policy statement § 1B1.13,29 the prosecutors
argued that relief based on such “other reasons” could
occur only where the BOP had determined them to be
present in the case. Thus, the reductions we sought would
not be consistent with the applicable policy statement, as
the statute requires.

The easy answer to that argument is that the reference to
the BOP in Application Note (1)(D) is obviously merely
a relic of the old regime, in which the referenced BOP
“determination” was a prerequisite to every motion. But the
courts came up with an even easier one: because § 1B1.13, on
its face, governs only motions brought by the BOP, it isn’t
even an “applicable policy statement” when the motion is
made by a defendant.30 A total of eight circuits have reached
that conclusion.31

In any event, even if § 1B1.13 is considered “applicable”
to a motion brought by a defendant, none of its references
to the BOP’s gatekeeper role would be binding on the
courts. They conflict with the statutory text and the purpose
of the First Step Act and with the text of § 1B1.13 (which
itself is trumped to the extent it is inconsistent with the
amended § 3582).32 In addition, Congress contemplated
exactly this situation in 18 U.S.C. § 3553(a)(5), which
requires consideration of applicable guidelines and policy
statements “subject to any amendments made to such
policy statement by act of Congress (regardless of whether
such amendments have yet to be incorporated by the Sen-
tencing Commission into amendments).”33 Here, an act of
Congress removed the BOP from its role as gatekeeper
under § 3582(c)(1)(A) for the precise purpose of alleviating
over-incarceration by increasing the use of sentence
reductions.34 As the Second Circuit emphasized in Brooker,
this was Congress’s “clear intention” in passing the First
Step Act.35 Thus, even assuming that § 1B1.13 is an
“applicable policy statement” for a motion made by
a defendant (rather than the BOP), the Court must consider
it subject to that statutory demotion of the BOP.

Sentence reductions are inappropriate if the moving
defendant would pose a danger if released, and a surprising
number of prosecutors based dangerousness arguments
solely on the offense conduct. One Assistant U.S. Attorney
contended in oral argument that the offenses of conviction
were so egregious that our client had to be incapacitated for
the full fifty-five years of his sentence for the protection of
the community. The judge immediately asked why, if that
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were true, he had been offered a ten-year sentence if he pled
guilty. She reduced his sentence to time served, which was
less than fifteen years. In any event, the statute obviously
focuses on present dangerousness. As one district judge has
observed,

The Government accuses most, if not all, defendants
seeking compassionate release . . . of being a danger
to the community. But, to assume every offender
convicted of weapons offenses, drug crimes, robber-
ies, or fraud schemes is a threat to the community
and therefore cannot be granted compassionate
release would render 18 U.S.C. § 3582(c)(1) meaning-
less as there are few federal inmates who are serving
time for offenses that did not harm the public.36

DOJ’s disparate deployment of § 924(c) stacking against
Black men was a far less powerful argument than we
expected. No one challenged the troubling data reported
three times over a fourteen-year span by the Sentencing
Commission.37 But our contention that this systemic
problem was an extraordinary and compelling reason to
consider in reducing the sentences in our cases almost
invariably devolved to an argument over whether the spe-
cific prosecutor opposing our motions, or the one who had
obtained the conviction decades earlier, were themselves
racists. One judge asked me if I had any evidence of such
animus on the part of my adversary. Another asked why he
should even consider the argument when the U.S. Attorney
at the time the case was brought was Black. One of the
prosecutors suggested in a court filing that I should be
disciplined for making an unfounded accusation that he
was a racist. These and other reactions ended any discus-
sion of the real issue: DOJ was solely in charge of man-
dating these sentences; multiple sets of data it has never
disputed show that, as an institution, it had done so in
a racially discriminatory fashion for decades; so why was it
determined not even to acknowledge that disturbing truth,
let alone do something about it? Why is a relentless,
remorseless effort to preserve the cruel results of a dis-
criminatory practice any more defensible than the practice
itself? In any event, the most telling indication that we’re
not yet able to deal with racial disparities that are baked into
our system is that even though there are now many dozens
of opinions that have reduced stacked § 924(c) sentences
based on extraordinary and compelling reasons, not a single
one even mentions the fact that those mandatory sentences
were invoked disproportionately against Black men.

We’ve learned the critical importance of presenting our
clients as the unique individuals they are. Mandatory sen-
tencing provisions dehumanize defendants, as does
a guidelines regime that creates the illusion, by establishing
a labyrinthine calculus that quantifies countless factors, that
sentencing is some kind of science. Our clients are three-
dimensional human beings, with families that love them
and communities that eagerly await their return. They have
grown up in prison, many having spent almost their entire
adult lives there, and the results are impressive: obtaining

GEDs and, in some instances, college or other degrees;
tutoring other inmates; participating in suicide watches;
and generally preparing for a release that, for most, is not
projected for decades, if they will be released at all. Their
faith in a system that visited cruelly excessive sentences on
them in racially discriminatory fashion remains unshaken.
Take a look at any one of the Holloway Project clients and
your first impression is that this is why any system of jus-
tice must provide for second looks at extremely long sen-
tences. Take a look at the opinions granting our motions
and your first impression is that the task of reducing sen-
tences is quintessentially judicial, for both institutional and
practical reasons, and cannot effectively be relegated
entirely to the Article II clemency power. The latter
authority remains an important safety net when court
action fails, but second looks by judges play a critical role in
relieving the pressure on the clemency process.

VIII. Where We Go From Here
The tide is changing and momentum is growing. In the
first four months of 2021 alone, district courts reduced the
prison terms of thirty-eight defendants sentenced pursuant
to § 924(c).38 The Debevoise Holloway Project will continue
its juggernaut and help send many more home to their
families and communities.

Still, the final chapters of both the project and the
revived “second look” authority on which it relies are yet to
be written. Just before this writing, a circuit split developed
on the question of whether judges have the authority to
reduce stacked § 924(c) sentences at all. In United States v.

Bryant, the Eleventh Circuit concluded that the Sentencing
Commission’s policy statement is applicable even to
defendant-filed motions.39 It further held that Application
Note 1(D) allows for reductions based on reasons other than
age, medical condition, and family circumstances only to
the extent that the BOP determines that such reasons exist
(which, under the BOP’s own policy statement, can never
occur), and that continuing to vest such authority doesn’t
conflict with the decision to remove the BOP as sole gate-
keeper.40 What is now an 8–1 split in favor of judicial dis-
cretion will no doubt change as the remaining circuits
address the issue.

More important, the new administration will soon
repopulate the Sentencing Commission. All of us who care
deeply about federal sentencing policy have long wish lists
for the new Commissioners. At the top of mine is a prompt
resolution of that circuit split through an emergency
amendment to § 1B1.13. And all they need do to ensure that
§ 3582(c)(1)(A) remains the second look Congress intended
it to be is to excise every reference to the BOP in the policy
statement itself and its commentary. Otherwise, judges
have this one covered. The overwhelming majority of them,
district and circuit alike, handled it just fine when the
Commission was nowhere to be found. Their decisions
comported well with the guidance already set forth in
§ 1B1.13. Unlike the BOP, they actually gave life to a frame-
work intended to ameliorate unfairness in the narrow band
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of cases that present extraordinary and compelling reasons
warranting sentence reductions. The last thing federal
judges need is an overhaul of § 1B1.13; the only thing they
need is clarity that the BOP is finally out of the way for good,
as Congress intended in the First Step Act.

The result will be an essential complement to the pre-
sident’s power to grant clemency. The apparatus pursuant
to which that power is exercised has been broken for many
years. I look forward to reading the other articles in this
Issue to learn more about how to fix it. But one thing is for
sure: it does not need the pressure of thousands of cases
that district judges around the country can and should
address through the judicial “second look” power that has
blossomed in the federal system over the past two years.

Notes
* Thanks to Maureen Gallagher Mentrek for her invaluable

assistance with this article. Any remaining mistakes are mine
alone. I also want to thank my Debevoise partners, especially
Michael Blair and Bruce Yannett, our Presiding Partner and
Deputy Presiding Partner, respectively, for their unflagging
support of the Holloway Project and the firm’s commitment to
providing pro bono legal services generally. The associates
who have volunteered their time to the project are far too
numerous to list here, but they know who they are and they
have my lasting thanks and praise. Associates Marisa Taney,
Lauren Dolecki Kober, Matthew Specht, and Steve Tegrar
deserve special mention for both managing the project and
litigating the many cases, and we’d be nowhere without the
remarkable litigation support provided by Melanie Audy,
Deepti Sahrawat, and Heather Mehler.
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v. Rollins, No. 99 CR 771–1, 2021 WL 1020998 (N.D. Ill. Mar.
17, 2021); United States v. Wilkerson, No. 5:96-CR-167-1H,
2021 WL 1062353 (E.D.N.C. Mar. 19, 2021); United States v.
Mack, No. 2:98-cr-162, 2021 WL 1099595 (S.D. Ohio Mar.
23, 2021); United States v. McCreary,—F. Supp. 3d—, 2021
WL 1207438 (D. Ariz. Mar. 25, 2021); United States v.
Kapononuiahopili Lii, No. 06-00143-JMS (01), 2021 WL
1113663 (D. Haw. Mar. 23, 2021); United States v. Jones, No.
1:03-CR-47-1,2021 WL 1392867 (N.D.W. Va. Apr. 9, 2021);
United States v. Rahim, No. 4:03-cr-45-MLB, 2021 WL
1399763 (N.D. Ga. Apr. 14, 2021); United States v. Hicks, No.
98-CR-06-TCK, 2021 WL 1554326 (N.D. Okla. Apr. 20, 2021);
United States v. Steppe, No. 3:16CR00022, ECF No. 328 (W.
D. Va. Apr. 20, 2021); United States v. Woods, No. 5:03-cr-
30054, 2021 WL 1572562 (W.D. Va. Apr. 21, 2021); United
States v. Rainwater, No. 3:94-CR-042-D(1), 2021 WL
1610153 (N.D. Tex. Apr. 26, 2021).

39 United States v. Bryant,—F. Supp. 3d—, 2021 WL 1827158
(11th Cir. May 7, 2021).

40 Id. at 14.
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