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INSIDE

Alachua County 
makes history 
with approval of 
equitable criminal 
sentencing 
technology

BY ZACHARY CARNELL
WUFT NEWS

With the finalization of its bud-
get on Tuesday evening, Alach-
ua County made the joint-effort of 
state attorney Brian Kramer and 
public defender Stacy Scott a his-
toric reality: Florida’s Eighth Judi-
cial Circuit will become Florida’s 
first judicial circuit to integrate eq-
uitable sentencing software as an 
official part of its case management 
system and plea-bargaining pro-
cess. 

Roughly 95% of cases are settled 
in plea negotiations. 

“We feel like this is an import-
ant step forward in trying to cre-
ate more parity in our criminal 
justice system so that there aren’t 
these disparate sentences that ex-
ist today,” Scott said when she and 
Kramer presented the system to 
county commissioners Aug. 2.

Known as the Equity in Sentenc-
ing Analysis System (ESAS), this 
fairly new software provides legal 
practitioners with a searchable da-
tabase of statewide sentencing da-
ta from the Florida Department 
of Corrections going back to 1998. 
It enables them to analyze past 
sentences that people with simi-
lar criminal backgrounds have re-
ceived for similar crimes. 

“That dataset is going to provide 
the lawyer things like the mean, the 
mode, the median,” Kramer told 
WUFT. “So that’s giving the law-
yer data upon which to say, ‘OK, is 
this situation that I’m looking at, is 
it less serious than the average? Is 
it more serious than the average? 
And it gives them a starting point 
from which to develop a sentence 
that hopefully eliminates some of 
the inequities in the criminal jus-
tice system.” 

Scott further reiterated this, add-
ing that the sentencing data would 
allow for more honesty and consis-
tency in plea negotiations, “instead 
of the way we’ve always done it, 
which is just sort of somebody’s gut 
feeling about what should happen.”

Its initial integration into the 
current system will cost Alach-
ua County $73,000, followed by an 
annual subscription cost of rough-
ly $23,000 for each office. But the 
software’s owner, Al Barlow, said he 
didn’t create it to make money. 

Unfair sentencing
An attorney with 37 years of legal 

experience, Barlow was motivat-
ed by unfair sentencing he had en-
countered first-hand and presented 
the concept behind the sentencing 
analysis system to the Senate Judi-
ciary Committee in 2017. He was 
looking to give the software to the 
state of Florida if the committee set 
him up with a programmer, but he 
didn’t receive the response he had 
hoped for. 

“They thought I was an alien. 
They kind of blew me off,” Barlow 
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BY GREG STOHR
BLOOMBERG NEWS/TNS

WASHINGTON — The U.S. Su-
preme Court’s conservative wing 
considered limiting the creation of 
majority-Black voting districts, even 
amid forceful pushback from new 
Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson.

The court is considering whether 
Alabama must draw a second heav-
ily Black congressional district for a 
state that has seven House seats and 
a 27% Black population. The case 
could deliver a fresh blow to the Vot-

ing Rights Act, the 1965 law designed 
to protect minority voters at the bal-
lot box.

In a nearly two-hour argument ses-
sion, Jackson, the court’s first Black 
female member, bristled at sugges-
tions from a lawyer for Alabama that 
redistricting needed to be done in a 
race-neutral way. She said the fram-
ers of the post-Civil War amend-
ments to the Constitution were fo-
cused on racial inequalities and un-
derstood they were authorizing Con-
gress to address them.

Those framers “were in fact trying 
to ensure that people who had been 

discriminated against — the freed-
men during the Reconstruction peri-
od — were actually brought equal to 
everyone else in the society,” Jackson 
said. The Voting Rights Act, she said, 
“by its text is doing that same thing.”

The case could give lawmakers 
more leeway to draw maps without 
considering the impact on racial mi-
norities. It’s likely to affect pending 
litigation over congressional maps in 
Texas, Louisiana and Georgia, as well 
as similar fights over state and local 
voting lines.

The clash is one of two redistricting 
disputes on the court’s 2022-23 agen-
da, along with a far-reaching North 
Carolina fight that will test the power 
of state courts to invalidate congres-
sional maps as too partisan.
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Black neighborhoods 
devastated by Ian 

seeking help
Residents in  

communities of color  
say hurricane assistance 

is painfully slow

BY KARIN DAVIS THOMPSON
FLORIDA COURIER

As President Joe Biden prepared 
to visit areas in Fort Myers devastat-
ed by Hurricane Ian on Wednesday, 
residents in several historically Black 
neighborhoods in Southwest Florida 
weren’t holding out much hope that 
help was coming quickly for them. 

Shannon Tolbert, a resident in 
Dunbar, a historically Black neigh-
borhood in Fort Myers, told USA To-
day days after the storm that she and 
her cousins were still waiting for 
power to the neighborhood and on 
Friday (Sept. 30), decided to try and 
cool off in their SUV.

“Every time we have a storm we’re 
the last ones to get power,” said Tol-
bert’s cousin, Valorie Simmons.

Simmons has lived in Dunbar her 
entire life and said that they aren’t 
surprised that they are still waiting.

“It’s expected,” she said. “Where 
it’s Black and brown people… we get 
it last.” 

Residents said they fear they will 
once again have to wait in the after-
math as their wealthier white neigh-
bors in the area get first priority. 

Residents have shared their con-
cerns with media outlets and with 
government officials, but say help is 
still slow in coming.

On Tuesday, Governor Ron Desan-
tis’ office issued a statement about 
recovery efforts in Fort Myers, in-
cluding that additional resources had 
been deployed to support the Dun-
bar community.

Plea for help in Collier 
County

In Collier County, the local NAACP 
spoke with officials on behalf of resi-
dents in River Park.

The community is less than a 
20-minute drive to the beach and 
is comprised of only three streets of 
houses and a few apartment com-
plexes, mostly inhabited by African 
Americans who have been there for 
decades.

AL DIAZ/MIAMI HERALD/TNS

President Joe Biden speaks to Cape Coral firefighters during his visit to Fort Myers on Oct. 5.
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Brown pushes back as Supreme Court 
considers curbing Black voting districts
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Warren Adkins, left, and others River Park residents, evacuate.

River Park residents in Naples wade through high water from the storm.

Judge Ketanji 
Brown Jackson 

delivers re-
marks on her 

nomination by 
President Joe 

Biden to serve 
as Associate 

Justice of the 
United States 

Supreme 
Court on Feb. 

25 in Washing-
ton, D.C.
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