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Prosecutor ready to defend toUgh drug law

By Pat Murphy
staff wrlter

The Oakland County prosecutor
belleves he has some good ammuni-
tion with which to defend Michlgan's
tough ‘over 850 drug-lifer law' — the
one requiring life In prison for peo-
ple convicted of possessing 650 or
more grams of cocaine.

The average person sentenced to
Ufc In prison under the Michlgan's
drug-life law Is a white male, 32
years old who sold drugs for profit,
not necessarily because of addletion,
according to prosecutor Richard
‘Thompson.

‘Thompson sald he drew that pro-
{ite after revlewlng statistles provid-
ed by the Michlgan Department of
Correctlons on the 144 ple sen-
tenced under the drug-lfer law dur-
Ing the almost 13 years it has been In
effect.

“OPPONENTS of the law want
you ta believe the law puts a lot of
underprivileged, 18-year-old kids in
prison for the rest of thelr lves be-
cause of a mistake," Thompson said.

‘Thompsan,” one” of the stale’s
staunchest supporters of the drug-
lifer Jaw, said he expects the Infor-
mation {o be uscful as state leglsla-
tors come under Increasing pressure
o change the law,

One such person Is Linda Fannon
of Westland, whose son was 18 in
July, 1987, when sentenced under the
drug-lifer taw. The law mandates a
life sentence -~ wlth no chance of
parale — for anyone convicted of
possessing o pound and one-half or
more of cocalne. ~ .

‘Thompson, who has obtalned more
than 80 drug-related Indictments
from the Oakland citizens grand jury
over the last two years, says the
tough law helps police use liltle guys
in a drug operatlon to get to middle-
managment operatives.

“Very eften (he lttle guys won't
talk,” Thompsen sajd, “That Is, until
they realize they face life in prison
... then they’re often ready to
make a deal.”

LINDA FANNON insists the law
Is a miscarriage of justice. “Murder-
ers and raplsis aren‘t punished that
much;"” she sald.’

Fannon Insists Thampson, and oth-
ers llke him, are using the law to
boost thelr awn image as tough
crime fighters, “. . . to build a repu-
tatlon,

"1 don't defend drugs,” she sald. “T
hate them. People like my son should
go to prison . . . but not for the rest |
of their lives, not for a mistake.”

Linda Fannen has been Inter-
viewed by p

‘1 don’t defend drugs. | hate them..
People like my son should go to prison
. . . but not for the rest of their lives,

not for a mistake.”

—- Linda Fannon, Westland
* whose son is serving a life term

him In prison.

She said there are extenuating clr-
cumstances in her son's case. One of
the Canton Townshlp detectives in-
volved in her sen's case, for exam-
ple, was subsequently flred for al-
legedly using drugs.

Linda Fannon sald she favors —
and will fight for — a modification

like that proposed by State Rep. Wil- -

liam R. Bryant Jr., R-Groase Polnte
Farms,

Bryant has o bill pending, H.B.
4024, that would modify the law by

The 's was up-
held in arblteation, Fannen sald, But
he was never charged with a crime.
“There's no fairness there,” she ald.
*“He {the offlcer) Is Involved (In drug
use} more than my son, but he’s not
even charged. But my son’s in prison
for the rest of his life.”

Linda Fannon challenges the the

on evidence gathered by pollce'who
themselves may have been involved
indrugs.

SHE ALSO challenges the Wayne
County prosecutor whose office
could have charged her son with a
lesser offense — one carrying a less
severe sentence.

But most of all, Fannon challenges
the Inflexibility of the drug-lifer law
that Lakes away judlcial diseretion.

Gary Fannon, a 1988 graduate of
Plymouth-Salem High'School, I cur-
rently in the Ryan Regional Correc
tional Facllity in Detroit. His mother
sald he s 18 college credits short of
an assoclate's degree.

“He's coplng,” she sald. “He's
carned numerous commendations
for helplng other Inmates learn to
read. He doesn't deserve to be In
prison for life.”
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and talk show hosts recently as she
focuses public attentlon on the case
of her son, and what she conslders
the unjust drug-lifer law that put
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Judges to impose light-
er sentences,

H.B. 4024, — which is supported
by a number of people including Ma-
comb Presecutor Carl Marlinga and
Oakland Clreuit Judge Barry L.
Howard — would enable judges to
Empose llfe sentences without parole,
It warranted.

tampering with the the drug-lfer
law that Thompson hopes Lo thwart
with his proflle of the typlcal felon
now serving a llle sentence,

THE US. SUPREME Court up-
held the of Michl-

_ Statlstics provided by the Michl-
gan Department of Corrections scem
to substantiate the prosecutor’s con-

tention that those dolng life under,

the drug-lifer Jaw are far from being
the first-time innocent.

Of 144 persons convicled between
1979, when the law went into effect,
and last June 27, six arc age 19 or
younger, Most are between 20 and 29
{52 inmates) or 30 and 39 (50 people).
There are 25 people between 40 and
49 currently in prison under the
drug-lifer Jaw, and 11 who are 50 or
older.

“There are some teenagers,”
Thompsor acknowledged. “But what

- abaut the other teenagers who die or

become addlcted because of the co-
caine they were carrying?”

RACIALLY, according to the cor-
rections department, 70 of those
serving Ume under the drug-lifer
law arc white, 63 are black, six are
Hispanic and flve are classifled as
‘other’ (Arable, Aslan, Indlan, etc.).

But the most telllng part of hls
proflle, Thomson sald, is the number

—— “Thatsimply isn't theease.” ___ __ validity.of the_conyjetion of her son___ But_lt's_ preelsely_that_kind_of__of inmates who sald they do not use

drugs.” “That” disputes (ke theory
most of them sell drugs because
they're addicied. They're in it for
profit.”

Figures on the aumber of drug-
1ifers who themselves use drugs (s

gan's tough drug law, Thompson
said. “'And 1 believe It will be upheld
this fall (when it’s scheduled to be
reviewed by Michigan's highest
court). But the biggest challenge will
come from legislators who want to
change the law.” N
Thompson sald he disagrees with
the image promoted by those wha
want to change the Iaw. “They want
you ta believe the law picks on peo-
ple who slmply made a one-time
mistake. That's bunk.™ .

lete and, according to the De-
partment of Corrections, unrellable.
Of the 144 Inmates less than 50 an-
swered when asked if they them-
selves are drug users.

And even those responses are sus-
pect, according to prison spokesman
Gall R. Light, whose office provided
Information for Thompson’s drug-
llter proflle. “The Information on
drug use was voluntary,” Light said,
“And there Is no way to verily the
answer.”

‘Thempson, however, remains con-
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vinced that many dealers — particu-
larily whitecoller types in Oakland
County — are not hooked, but sell
drugs because of the enormous prof-
its.

Thompson has pever dealt with
Linda Fannon. But he said he under-
stands a° mother’s angulsh at the
'IJ![cughl of her son in prison — for
ife.

But that doesn’t change the pro-
secutor’s suppart for the tough drug-
lifer law — legislation he says is
necessary If soclety Is serious about
the war on drugs and drug-related
crime.

SOCIETY shouldn't fee) sorry for

Gary Fannon, sald Thompson, “he
made his choice. What about the peo-
ple. who would overdose or become
addicted with the' cocalne he was
carrytng?’

‘Thompson said he docsn’t know all
the speclfics of Fannon's case, but he
presumes the Wayne County pro-
sccutor probably considered a deal
— charging him with a lesser crime
providing he cooperated to get the
suppliers, “Ask him (Fannen) why he
didn't cooperate.

“A lol of young people get lnto
drugs because It seems like easy
money," Thompson sald. “And they
can't envislon getting caught."
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