
The Nonv io lent  Offender  Rehab i l i ta t ion  Act  o f  2008

NORA and Paro le  

Experts Suggest Broad Parole Reforms
 
Proposit ion 5, the Nonviolent Offender Rehabi l i tat ion Act (NORA), limits parole supervis ion to a maximum 
of 12 months for qual i fy ing nonviolent of fenders. 
 
This reform is conservat ive when compared to reforms that numerous experts have recommended, and to 
proposals put forth recent ly by Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, including:
 
 • Ending o r  d ramat ica l l y  reduc ing the imposit ion of  paro le  on  those  who a re  leas t  l i ke l y  to  reo f fend 
  (Dr. Joan Petersi l ia, Professor of Cr iminology, Law & Society, UC Irvine; Special  Advisor to Gov. Arnold 
  Schwarzenegger, 2003-2007).
 
 • Waiving  pos t - re lease  supervis ion  fo r  ce r ta in  low r i sk  o f fenders  w i th  no  h is to r y  o f  v io lence  ( L i t t l e 
  Hoover Commission).
 
 • Waiving post-release supervis ion for low r isk, nonviolen t , non-sex of fenders (CDCR Exper t  Panel on 
  Adult  Offender Reentry and Recidiv ism Reduct ion).
 
 • Discharging parolees who are determined to be very low r isk from parole three months after they are 
  re leased from pr ison (Correct ions Independent Review Panel ) .
 
 • El iminat ing act ive parole supervis ion (“summary parole”)  for nonvio len t  and  low-r isk  o f fenders (Gov. 
  Schwarzenegger) .
 
 • El iminat ing parole (“direct discharge”) for offenders never convicted of serious, violent, or sex offenses; 
  o f fe r ing  earned  ear l y  r e lease  a f te r  f i ve  months  o f  c lean  t ime for those with  p r io r, but not  cur rent, 
  convict ions for ser ious or v io lent cr imes; earned ear ly release after 16 months clean t ime for v io lent 
  and ser ious of fenders (Senate Committee on Budget and Fiscal  Review) .
 
The specif ic proposals regarding parole supervis ion are explained in more detai l  below. 
 
NORA also changes the rules for nonviolent parolees who vio late the terms of their  supervis ion. Parolees 
with no ser ious or v io lent pr iors, no prior gang crimes and no prior sex offenses would be held accountable 
local ly, no t  sen t  to state pr ison, for “techn ica l ” v io la t i ons  or misdemeanor conduct. For fe lony conduct, 
they could be returned to pr ison, as they are now, upon revocat ion.
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Expert Recommendations on Parole
Dr. Joan Petersi l ia (Professor of Criminology, Law & Society, UC Irvine; Special Advisor for  Po l icy, Planning 

and Research, Gov. Arno ld Schwarzenegger, 2003-2007. “Understanding Cal i forn ia  Corrections,” 2006.
  

Petersilia recommends ending or dramatically reducing the imposition of parole on those who are least 
likely to reoffend, which wastes resources and provides a negligible benefit to public safety (pg. 78). 
Ca l i f o rn i a ’s  nea r l y  un i ve r sa l  app l i ca t i on  o f  pa ro l e  supe r v i s i on  unde rcu t s  pub l i c  sa fe t y  and  i n f l a t es  

Cal i forn ia ’s  f igures on rec id iv ism, she argues. The s ta te’s  inmates qu ick l y  “churn” i n t o  and  ou t  o f  t he  

cor r e c t i o n a l  s ys t em i n  a  no n s top  game  o f  ca t ch-and- re l ease . The  impos i t i on  o f  sho r t , de te rm ina te  

sen tences  f o r  pa ro l e  v i o l a t i ons  ensu res  t hat  o f fenders wi l l  be dumped onto the s t reet  whether  or  not  

they show a propensity for rehabil i tation, and the heavy use of parole supervision ensures that  two-th i rds 

of  these same ind iv idua ls  wi l l  be thrown back into custody after  a  shor t  t ime back in  the communi ty. I t  

i s  a  combinat ion of  correct i ona l  s t y l e s t ha t  un f o r t una te l y  max im i zes both r isks to  the communi ty  and 

sta te expenses (pg. 66) .
  

Ca l i forn ia ’s  s ys t em s tands  i n  sha rp  con t r as t  t o  t he  app roach  used  i n  mos t  o f  t he  r est  o f  the nat ion. 

Severa l  s ta t es  supe r v i se on ly  cer ta in  h igh- r i s k  p r i sone rs  a f t e r  r e l ease . A few sta tes, inc lud ing Maine 

and V i rg in ia , have abolished parole supervision altogether.  Only one other state in the nat ion – I l l ino is  – 

fo l lows the Cal i forn ia  model  (pg. 64) . I f  the use of  super v is ion were less un iversa l  but  more in tense ly  

focused on ind iv idua ls  who pose a ser ious r isk of  reof fending or  absconding, rec id iv ism ra tes could be 

improved (pg. 68) . 
  

Li t t le  Hoover  Commiss ion, “So lv ing Cal i forn ia ’s  Correct ions Cr is is ,” 2007 .
  

The Li t t le  Hoover Commission recommends waiving post-release supervision for certain low risk 
offenders with no history of  v io lence (pg.  v) .  Many non-v io lent / l ow- r i s k  pa ro l ees  i n  Cal i forn ia  are 

be ing returned  t o  p r ison based  on  t echn i ca l  pa ro l e  v i o l a t i ons , wh i ch  imposes a heavy burden on the 

Cal i forn ia  correctiona l system’s resources, including those availab le  for  super v is ion of  v io lent  o f fenders, 

resu l t ing in  a  threat  to  publ ic  safety  (p . 23) .
  

Cal i forn ia  Depar tment of  Correct ions and Rehabil i tation – Expert Panel on Adult Offender  and Rec id iv ism 

Reduct ion Programming, “A Roadmap for  Ef fect ive Of fender  Programming in  Cal i forn ia ,” 2007 .
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The Expert Panel recommends development and implementation of a program using risk assessment 
instruments to flag low risk, non-violent, non-sex registrants as inappropriate to receive parole supervision. 

Stud ies ind icate that  impos i t ion of  super v is ion condi t ions on of fenders that  were not , upon re lease, a t  

a  h igh r isk to  re-of fend has the ef fect  o f  making them more l ike ly  to  rec id iva te. In  l ieu of  a  mandator y  

superv isor y  system for  low r isk-of fenders, the Group r ecommends  a  “ s t ab i l i z a t i on  t r ack ,” a  vo luntar y  

system in which recent ly  re leased low risk offenders could be assisted with hous ing, job p lacement , and 

other  re fer ra ls . These ind iv idua ls  would no longer  be under  the superv is ion of  the Paro le  Div is ion and, 

thus, not  subject  to  revocat ion of  paro le  (Pp 41-2) .
  

Corrections Independent Rev iew Panel (aka the Deukmejian Commission), “Reforming Correct ions,” 2004.
  

The Corrections Independent Review Panel recommends discharging parolees who are determined to be very 
low risk from parole three months after they are released from prison (pg. 154). This should include parolees 

who are employed or self-supporting, have a stable residence, and have no violations of their parole conditions 

after three months on parole (pg. 151). The Panel also questions the tenability of California’s current parole 

system, namely the length of supervision and the fai lure to distinguish between low- and high-risk offenders

in determining supervision needs, by highlighting reform efforts in other states (pp. 151-2).
  

Governor  Arno ld Schwarzenegger  “The Governor ’s  2008-09 Budget  May Rev ise”
  

The Governor has proposed a system of “summary parole” whereby nonviolent and low-risk offenders would not 

be subject to active parole supervision. On paper, they would still remain on parole and still be subject to search 

and seizure by law enforcement officials but could not be returned to prison for technical parole violations. 
  

California Senate Committee on Budget and Fiscal Review, “Meeting on Corrections and other Open Issues,” June 5, 2008. 
  

The committee approved a proposal  providing: 

 •  d i rect  d ischarge for  o f fenders never  conv ic ted of  ser ious, v io lent , or  sex of fenses;  

 •  earned ear ly  re lease af ter  f i ve months of clean time for those with prior, but  not  current , conv ic t ions 
  for  ser ious or  v io lent  cr imes;  

 •  earned ear ly  re lease af ter  16 months c lean t ime for  v io lent  and ser ious of fenders. 
  

Local  law enforcement  would s t i l l  have access to  in format ion about  cr imina l  h istory through databases.
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