
What Are the Most Overlooked Aspects of 
Prison Reform? 

 

Have you ever wondered what truly happens once someone walks out of 
prison? While most reform debates focus on sentencing or conditions behind 
bars, Iranian-American author Hassan Nemazee sheds light on what comes 
after release in his memoir Persia, Politics & Prison. His nine-year journey 
through the federal system reveals gaps that most reformers ignore. Many 
assume punishment ends when a sentence does, but in reality, that’s only the 
beginning. 

  

One major issue is the plea system, which often pressures defendants into 
unfair choices. Fight charges and risk decades behind bars, or plead guilty—
sometimes to crimes they didn’t commit—for a shorter sentence. This system 
rewards quick resolutions for prosecutors while turning defendants into 
statistics. With more than 95% of federal cases ending in plea deals, it’s clear 
justice has taken a back seat to efficiency. 

  

Sentencing also hides a disconnect. Judges decide punishment from a 
courtroom far removed from the daily grind of prison life. A 12-year term might 
look balanced on paper, but living through each day under isolation, arbitrary 
rules, and constant tension is a reality few judges grasp. If they spent even a 
week inside the facilities they sentence people to, sentencing practices would 
likely change. 

  

Reentry into society is another overlooked barrier. Former inmates struggle to 
find housing, secure jobs, or even open a bank account. Applications flag them 
as “ex-convicts,” making it nearly impossible to start over. Society expects them 
to pay their debt, then erects walls that ensure they can’t succeed. This cycle 
often leads back to incarceration, not because people don’t want change, but 
because the system denies them the chance. 

  

Even programs designed to help can fall short. Federal reentry initiatives often 
include restrictions that trap participants in poverty instead of lifting them up. 
Good intentions don’t guarantee good results when programs are built without 
input from people who’ve lived through the system. 

https://hassannemazee.com/


  

Aging inmates represent another costly blind spot. As Nemazee notes in his 
book, the average cost to house and feed an inmate doubles to around $70,000 
per year once they are over 50. These individuals often pose minimal risk to 
society, yet compassionate release laws make freedom nearly unattainable. 
Many die in custody after serving decades, costing taxpayers hundreds of 
thousands while offering little benefit to public safety. 

  

Lasting reform demands listening to those with lived experience. They know 
the realities of navigating federal camps, handling gang pressures, and piecing 
life back together. Real change means overhauling plea bargains, giving judges 
firsthand knowledge of prison conditions, addressing reentry barriers, and 
applying common sense to compassionate release. Without these steps, reform 
remains incomplete and disconnected from reality. 

 


