Lifer’s Group Inc. Fast Facts: PERSISTENT OVER-iNCARCERATION OF
MASSACHUSETTS LIFE WITHOUT PAROLE PRISONERS.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

Massachusetts (MA) incarcerates an excessive number of prisoners serving Life
Without Parole (LWOP) sehtences. On January 1, 2024, MA had more than 4 times
the number of LWOP prisoners than all other 5 New England states combined and
3% times the number in New York, a state with almost three times the popula-
tion. Numbers are even more striking when comparing % of LWOP prisoners and
per capita rates. The MA rate of 15.0 LWOP/100,000 is notably higher even
though MA ranks in the middle of homicide rates. These findings are the same
as in our reports of data from 2016 and 2020 (1). Not surprisingly, MA also
has the highest percentage. of LWOP prisoners in the U.S. since 2020 (2) and
the oldest prison population since at least 2016 (3).

# of LWOP - & of LWOP LWOP/100,000 Homicides per
State Prisoners Prisoners Population 100,000 Pop.
Massachusetts 1055 17.2% 15.0 2.4
Connecticut 62 0.6% 1.7 3.4
Maine _ 65 3.7% 4.7 1.7
New Hampshire 78 4.0% 5.6 1.7
Rhode Island 25 1.6% 2.3 2.0
Vermont 14 0.7% 2.1 2.2
Subtotal 244
New York 303 0.9% 1.5 3.9

Evidence shows that these high rates of LWOP sentences are not the cause
of low rates of associated crimes (4). The average MA murder rates are similar
to regional states, while Boston has one of lowest homicide rates of all major
U.S. cities. (5) Nonetheless, in 2024, almost one in five criminally sentenced
MA prisoners was serving LWOP (6). Over the last two decades, MA and Boston
violent crime rates, like national rates, have steadily decreased with murder
rates now about half the rates before the turn of the century. Independent
data make clear that these high numbers of LWOP prisoners are unnecessary to
protect public safety (7).

This unacceptable warehousing of LWOP prisoners results from MA laws which
require mandatory LWOP sentences for all convicted of first degree murder. One
might assume that this sentence is reserved for only the .worst offenders, but
reality is that often the actual killer, aware of their risk, is allowed to
plead to a lesser sentence while implicating co-venturists who didn't kill or
even intend to kill, who are then given LWOP sentences. Similarly, under MA
Felony Murder and Joint Venture rules, it is routine that co-conspirators who
never killed or had any intent to kill are also sentenced to mandatory LWOP.
LWOP prisoners (including those who never killed) are left without hope or
possibility for any second chance even after decades of incarceration or when
demonstrating successful rehabilitation. Criminal justice experts agree that
"[d]esistance from violent crime is pervasive and occurs irrespective of
gender, race and ethnicity... and that arrests for violence were rare and
declined rapidly in early adulthood" (8). Data show that aging prisoners,
especially those guilty of homicide, rarely if ever reoffend and virtually
never kill again if released (9). . '

Death is a natural process, but is anything but simple. It requires multi-
faceted care and support. Such care is not, cannot, and should not be provided
in a correctional facility. The conditions aging prisoners face are too often



reprehensible and degrading, depriving them and their families of any
opportunity for a dignified end of life that all should deserve (10). There
has been a perception that surviving families of homicide victims all want or
need these 1lifelong sentences but many survivors have expressed opposite
opinions (11). LWOP sentences do not return those lost to murder, do not
protect survivors from recurrent crime, nor make them feel safer, nor help
them heal (12). Such mistaken perceptions, freguently promoted by prosecutors
and sensation-seeking media, often do not meet the varied and urgent needs of
victims and survivors and may actually serve to further victimize them (13).
It is through the mechanisms of Restorative Justice and through the resulting
explicit acceptance of responsibility, humility, and honest remorse by
offenders, that aggrieved survivors are more likely to find the answers that
they require and a peace that they deserve (14).
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