Judge wants change

in Michigan drug law

By Pat Murphy
staff writer

Oakland County’s legal communi-
ty has influentlal voices on both
sides of the emerging debate on the

law mandating a llfe sen-
tence for those convicted of possess-
Ing at Jeast 850 grams of cocatne.

Prosecutor Richard Thompson, of
course, defends the law, calling it an
Important weapon In the war on

drugs.

“Anybody who feels sorry for
those in prison because of the llw
has

‘That law has not
worked out as
intended,’
— Barry L. Howard,
Oakland Circuit judge

oumber of reasons, including what
critics clalm is Its inflexibility.

State Rep, Willlam R. Bryant Jr.,
R-Grosse Polate Farms, has Intro-
duced House Bill 4024 that would al-
low judges to depart from the man-

a

‘Thompson said Friday. “They should
bave some concern about the 15,000
crack babies born In Michigan each
year, or the people whose lives are
wasted because .of cocalne addic-
tion.” -

- Among those who want the-law
changed [s Oakland Clreult Judge
Barry L. Howard who Iosists it does
not glve judges enough discretion.
He wants the law changed — as pro-
posed to the Michigan Legistature,

Howsrd wants judges to be able to
depart from the policy of imposing a
mandatory. life In prison sentence
when there are “substantial and
compelling” reasons.

“That law just isn't working as it
was intended,” said Howard, & mem-
ber of the execullve board of the
Michigan Judges Association that
also wants the law changed.

THE LAW IN question s a 1979
itatute that requires judges to im-
pose a mandalory llfe sentence for
any person convicted of posmlng
650 grams, or more, of cocalne,

The so-called *650 gram drug-lifer
law” has come under scrutiny for a

Michigan business activity stagnate

Michigan's Busineas Activity In-
dex {(MBAJ) stagnated In Junc at a
level of 122 — the same as in May
and 9.3 percent below June 1990,
Manufacturers i¥ationzl Bank of De-
troit reported.

Through mld-year, Michigan’s
economy s operating 6.2 percent be-
low 15390, after removing the effects
of Inflatton, economist David L. Litt-

datory aspect of the law
lor subsuntlal and compelling rea-

Jndgu could still impaose llfe sen-
tences, under the proposed change.
But they could also Impose a minl-
mum ununct a! five years in per

HB 4021 is pcndlng bc!cre the
judiclal committee. But extenslve
dlscusslon on its merits is expected
if It resurfaces before the Legisla-
{ure this year,

Howard sald although he and the
Oakland prosecutor are on op ilu
sldes of the issue, he personally
spects Thompson. “We differ on lhla
issue. But I think he does a good job
as prosecutor.'

TO ILLUSTRATE why he opposes
the exlsting mandatory life law,
Howard polnted to a case before him
Involving a defendant who suffered a

_closed-head _injury ‘that left him
bound to a wheel chilr besldes mien-
tally impaired.

“He was a courfer, selected be-
cause of his disabllity,” said Howard.
“But if he’s convicted, I'm forced to
sentence hlm to life In prison.”

mann sald. Michlgan's economy now

Howard insists cases llke that —
affecting malaly Jow-level lers

— are all too common, “The law was

deslgned to get the big dealers .
but it's not working out that way, hc
d.

But Thompson disagrees. Mlchi-

gan's drug-lifer blll has glven police
agencies needed leverage Lo deal
with small-time dealers, “Most of
the tme alter we catch them, small-
time dealers won't talk,” he said,
“But when they realize they could go
to prison for life, they're anxlous to
make a deal.”
When asked to name some large-
scale dealers sentenced under the
drug-lifer law, Thompson polnted to
members of the so-called Kalasho
drug organization who were indlcted
by the Oakland Citizens Grand Jury
in July 1890,

‘The drug sing —~ consldered one of
ihe blggest in southeast Michigan —

" was named after its alleged teader,

Harry Kalasho, who was murdered

In Detroit In 1989. Of the nine people -

Indicted, five have subsequently
been convicted and sentenced ta life
In prison with no possibility of
parole, Thompson said,

‘They are Najah Konja, 29, Basam
Jarges, 28, and Hatlm Zakar, 29, all
of Southfleld, and Saad Bohda, 22,
and Basll Mczy, 28, both of Detrelt.

They were named in the 83 Indlet-
ments returned by the citlzens grand
Jury since it was formed In the fall
of 1989,

The Kalasho organization pro-

“cessed $2 ‘milllion worth of drugs-a
week, according to Thompson,
“That's wholesale. The strect value
(of that cocaine) was probably
around $20 miillon. That certainly
Isn't a small fish operation.”

@ These galm were offset by

appears to have but has
not begun any signlficant recovery.

Some factors In the performance:

® The state’s average unemploy-
ment rate in June was 9.0 percent
versus 7.4 percent in Junc 1990.

® Steel and electric power con-
sumption Indlcators rose. So did the
average hourly work week in manu-
facturlng.

retailing

and dcciincs In the automotive se-.

ries.

The Michigan Business Actlvity -

Index represents 10 measures of eco-
nomic activity compiled monthly by
the bank. The MBAI is expressed on
an Index with the base year 1982
equalling 100.
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