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Update to Legal Developments in the Imposition, Tolling, and Revocation of Supervision

Catherine M. Goodwin’s December 1997 article, “Legal Developments in the Imposition,
Tolling, and Revocation of Supervision” 1  (“Legal Developments”), remains a useful and
exhaustive reference for probation and supervised release issues up to 1997. Nonetheless, there
have been significant legislative and case law developments in the intervening years that justify
the following supplement to discrete topics discussed in the original article.
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I. Imposing Supervision

There have been no marked changes to imposition of a term of probation for a conviction since
1997, but there have been significant legislative changes to 18 U.S.C.

§ 3583 concerning supervised release. The most substantial changes came about due to the 21 st
Century Department of Justice Appropriations Authorization Act (“21 st Century Act”) 2  and
the Prosecutorial Remedies and Other Tools to End the Exploitation of Children Today Act of
2003 (“PROTECT Act”). 3 Most provisions of the two Acts did not include effective dates.
Thus, they took effect on their dates of enactment, unless applying specific provisions would
violate the Ex Post Facto Clause of Art. 1, § 9, cl. 3  of the United States Constitution.

A. Clarification of the Length of Supervised Release Terms in Controlled Substance Cases

Section 3005 of the 21 st Century Act amended subsections of 21 U.S.C. §§ 841(b)(1) and
960(b), which provide for the mandatory imposition of terms of supervised release in drug cases,
by clarifying that the maximum terms of supervised release set out in 18 U.S.C. § 3583(b) do not
limit the length of supervised release called for in §§ 841(b)(1) and 960(b). 4  This clarifying
amendment removed the limitation on courts’ authority to impose terms of supervised release
greater than the minimum terms provided in §§ 841(b)(1) and 960(b) that had been prescribed by
Fourth and Fifth Circuit precedent. 5  The minimum terms of supervised release in §§ 841(b)(1)
and 960(b) are expressed by the phrase “at least” a number of years depending on the
subsection, with maximum terms of life. Because this amendment expressly stated that it simply
clarified the existing statutes, it should have no effect outside the Fourth and Fifth Circuits,
where it overrules case law that had confined supervised release terms for §§ 841(b)(1) and



960(b) convictions to the limits expressed in § 3583(b).

B. Supervised Release in Juvenile Cases

Section 12301 of the 21 st Century Act extensively revised 18 U.S.C. § 5037, thereby revamping
juvenile delinquency sentencing. Most significantly, it authorized district courts to impose a term
of post-release supervision on juveniles sentenced to imprisonment. 6  Prior to this amendment,
18 U.S.C. § 5037 only permitted the court to impose as a juvenile delinquent sentence either a
term of official detention without post-detention supervision or probation. The amendment also
preserved the court’s authority to order restitution in juvenile delinquency cases and clarified that
an order of restitution could be imposed with one of the three dispositional options of
suspension, probation, and official detention. The disjunctive language in the prior version of the
statute could have been read to imply that restitution could not be combined with probation or
official detention.

The 21 st Century Act also incorporated the Supreme Court’s holding in United States v.
R.L.C 7  in revised § 5037(c)(2)(A) and (B), by limiting a juvenile sentence to a term of
imprisonment no longer than the sentence that the court could impose on a similarly situated
adult under the sentencing guidelines.

Subsection (c)(2)(A), which deals with incarceration for more serious offenses, previously
limited incarceration to five years, with no reference to the adult maximum. To be consistent
with other provisions of section 5037, periods of incarceration for juveniles falling under this
subsection now may not exceed those that would apply to a similarly situated adult under the
sentencing guidelines. The period of incarceration may be increased if the guidelines would
allow an upward departure for a similarly situated adult. Subsection 7 of the 21 st Century Act
created new § 5037(d), which sets forth the details of the new juvenile delinquent supervision
term. Subsection 5037(d) confines the length of delinquent supervision terms within the previous
maximum terms and ages for juvenile probation and detention. Terms of probation for juveniles
may not now extend past the juvenile’s twenty-first birthday if the juvenile is under eighteen at
the time of sentencing and for more than four years if the juvenile is between the ages of
eighteen and twenty-one at the time of sentencing. 8  Under no circumstances, therefore, may a
juvenile’s probation extend beyond the juvenile’s twenty-fourth birthday. Terms of official
detention may not extend past the juvenile’s twenty-first birthday if the juvenile is under
eighteen at the time of sentence, or past the juvenile’s twenty-fourth birthday if the juvenile is
between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one at the time of sentencing. If an older juvenile is
found to have committed an act of juvenile delinquency that would have been a Class A, B, or C
felony had the juvenile been convicted as an adult, however, the term of official detention may
not exceed five years. 9  Accordingly, under no circumstances may detention extend until the
juvenile’s twenty-sixth birthday. The amendment limits any sentence that includes a term of
juvenile delinquency supervision to the currently existing maximums.

New subsection 5037(d)(3) provides that the provisions of 18 U.S.C. § 3563, which set out
mandatory and discretionary conditions of probation, and section 3564, which provides rules for
the commencement and running of a term of probation, apply to juvenile delinquent supervision.
New section 5037(d)(4) authorizes the court to modify, reduce, or enlarge the conditions of
juvenile delinquency supervision.
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II. Tolling Supervision

The statutory bases for tolling (18 U.S.C. § 3564(b) for probation and 18 U.S.C. § 3624(e) for
supervised release) are unchanged. Nonetheless, there have been several case law developments
that merit mention.

A. Incarceration

The Sentencing Reform Act 10  codified the common law rule that supervision is tolled if an



offender makes himself unavailable for supervision by his wrongful act. The relevant text from
the statutory tolling provisions provides that supervision does not run “during any period in
which the person is imprisoned in connection with a conviction for a Federal, State, or local
crime unless the imprisonment is for a period of less than 30 consecutive days.” 11  While the
precise meaning of “imprison[ment] in connection with a conviction” remains vague, several
cases have addressed disputed categories of confinement that arguably constitute imprisonment.

Because section 3624(e) provides that supervised release begins when an offender is “released
from imprisonment,” but does not run when the offender is thereafter “imprisoned in connection
with a conviction,” most circuit courts refused to credit offenders for excess time served in prison
notwithstanding the reason. 12  The Ninth Circuit, however, held in United States v. Blake 13

that supervised release commences on the date defendants “should have been released, rather
than on the dates of their actual release.” Under the Ninth Circuit’s rationale, tolling would not
occur during any excess imprisonment on a revocation sentence. This circuit conflict, which also
bore on the propriety of tolling for excess prison time, was essentially resolved by the Supreme
Court in United States v. Johnson. 14  The defendant in Johnson had been convicted of multiple
crimes and sentenced to 171 months’ imprisonment and three years’ supervised release. Two of
Johnson’s convictions were vacated when he prevailed on a motion filed pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §
2255, which reduced his sentence to fifty-one months. Johnson was immediately released
because he had already been imprisoned longer than required by his remaining convictions.
Johnson then sought a reduction in his supervised release term for the extra time that he had
served in prison. He contended that his term of supervised release should be deemed to have
started at the conclusion of his lawful prison term, and not when he was actually released. The
Supreme Court rejected this argument, and held that supervised release begins on the date of
actual release, and not on the date that a defendant should have been released. Relying upon the
plain language of § 3624(e), the Court noted that the statute states that supervised release does
not begin until an offender is “released from imprisonment,” and not when the offender should
have been released. While Johnson directly addressed only the commencement, but not the
tolling, of a term of supervised release, the holding logically would require tolling to continue
until release from imprisonment. 15

The Supreme Court’s analysis in Johnson of § 3624(e)’s commencement provision should inform
a court’s analysis of the statute’s tolling provision. The Fifth Circuit affirmed the district court’s
reliance on this analysis for tolling calculations in United States v. Jackson. In Jackson , an
offender placed on parole for a state robbery conviction was arrested on federal drug charges one
month before his parole term was due to expire. Jackson pled guilty to the federal drug charges,
served his sentence, and began his three-year term of supervised release. While on supervised
release, state authorities revoked Jackson’s parole based on his federal drug conviction. Jackson
filed a habeas corpus petition in state court challenging the validity of his parole revocation. The
state court found a procedural due process violation that warranted a sentence reduction, but did
not otherwise alter the state revocation sentence. Jackson was released from state custody after
approximately eight months of unconstitutional detention. After Jackson was released, he
violated numerous conditions of his federal supervised release, prompting the government to
petition for revocation. Jackson responded by challenging the district court’s jurisdiction. He
contended that his term of supervised release had been improperly tolled under § 3624(e) during
his state incarceration as a result of the unconstitutional parole revocation. Jackson argued that,
absent the lengthy tolling period attributable to his unconstitutional state revocation sentence, his
federal term of supervised release would have expired well before the alleged violations had
taken place.

The district court held that Jackson’s eight-month imprisonment on his state parole revocation
tolled his federal supervised release pursuant to § 3624(e), notwithstanding that the state court
had ruled in the habeas proceeding that his parole revocation sentence should be reduced
because of a procedural due process violation. 16  The court stated that the plain language of §
3624(e), which requires tolling whenever an offender is imprisoned (and not simply when he is
lawfully imprisoned) for thirty consecutive days or more, mandates tolling so long as the
offender’s conviction remains valid. 17  The court observed that reducing supervised release



because of an error resulting in excess prison time would frustrate the purposes of supervised
release: rehabilitation and assistance in the transition to community life. 18

B. Administrative Detention and Civil Commitment

“Legal Developments” advised, and at least one court has held, that INS administrative detention
does not toll supervised release because § 3624(e) does not expressly provide for tolling other
than for “imprisonment.” 19  This logic would preclude tolling for any form of civil commitment
even if it is “in connection with a conviction.” A number of states have enacted statutes, and the
U.S. House of Representatives has passed a bill, 20  that subject sexual offenders to involuntary
commitment under some form of “Sexually Violent Predator Act” (“SVPA”). 21  Such statutes
typically establish procedures for the civil commitment of persons who, due to a “mental
abnormality,” are likely to engage in “predatory acts of sexual violence.” 22  In the event the
offender is committed under an SVPA (typically following the conclusion of a state prison
sentence for committing a sexual offense), a federal court with supervision jurisdiction would
have to determine whether § 3624(e) would continue to toll the offender’s term of supervised
release. While no published case yet addresses the issue, courts would likely determine that
commitment under an SVPA does not toll supervision because such confinement is not “
imprisonment in connection with a conviction.”

C. Pretrial Detention

“Legal Developments” advised that time spent in pretrial detention was clearly imprisonment “in
connection with a conviction” that should result in tolling under § 3624(e). 23  While one could
persuasively argue that time spent in pretrial detention should toll a term of supervised release
pursuant to § 3624(e), the only court of appeals to consider the issue disagreed. In an opinion
issued after “Legal Developments” advised that pretrial detention could toll a term of supervised
release, the Ninth Circuit held in United States v. Morales-Alejo 24  that a person in pretrial
detention is not “imprisoned” in connection with a conviction so as to toll a term of supervised
release. As a result, the Ninth Circuit held that the district court lacked jurisdiction to revoke a
one-year term of supervised release that, absent tolling, had expired prior to the issuance of a
warrant or summons. Morales-Alejo is binding precedent in the Ninth Circuit and for all cases
supervised elsewhere in which a Ninth Circuit district court has retained jurisdiction. 25  Because
Morales-Alejo is the only case to directly address the propriety of using pretrial detention to toll
supervised release pursuant to § 3624(e), it merits consideration as persuasive authority in
evaluating whether to toll under sections 3564(b) for probation and 3624(e) for supervised
release.

D. Deportation

If an alien offender is deported and therefore is not subject to supervision, no statute authorizes
termination or tolling of his term of supervised release. 26  In 1994, the AO recommended that
courts not impose any condition designed to toll supervision while an offender is absent due to
deportation, instead suggesting that courts allow the term to run as inactive supervision. 27  In
1997, the Sixth Circuit held that a condition tolling an alien defendant’s period of supervised
release after his deportation was appropriate, notwithstanding the absence of statutory
authorization for such a condition. 28  The Second, Eighth, and Eleventh Circuits subsequently
held to the contrary. 29
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III. Termination and Revocation

The statutory options to terminate supervision after one year for probation under § 3564(c) and
supervised release under § 3583(e)(1) remain unchanged since “Legal Developments” was
published in 1997, but the 21 st Century Act clarified the application of specific supervision
provisions for drug offenses set forth in the statute of conviction as opposed to the supervision
statute. The 21st Century Act also created juvenile delinquent supervised release and a
corresponding revocation provision. The Sixth Circuit’s decision in United States v. Spinelle 30



 

remains the only case on point. Spinelle holds that a district court sentencing a defendant to the
mandatory minimum three-year term of supervised release for a drug conviction under 21 U.S.C.
§ 841(b)(1)(C) retains its separate discretionary authority in 18 U.S.C. § 3583(e)(1) to terminate
supervised release after completion of one year. The court reasoned that the imposition of the
supervision sentence and consideration of post-sentencing modification were two chronologically
separate phases governed by different statutes. 31

Legislative changes to 21 U.S.C. §§ 841 and 960 in 2002 strengthened the Spinelle court’s
holding that congressional mandates regarding imposition of sentences do not mandate full
service of such sentences when different statutes allow early termination of the mandatory term.
Section 3005 of the 21 st Century Act amended those subsections of §§ 841 and 960 that provide
for the mandatory imposition of terms of supervised release by clarifying that the maximum
terms of supervised release set out in 18 U.S.C. § 3583(b) do not limit the length of supervised
release that may be imposed in drug cases. In addition, the amendment stated that,
notwithstanding any other statutory provision, courts were precluded from placing a person
sentenced for the specified drug offense on probation or suspending their sentence, and “no
person [so] sentenced shall be eligible for parole during the term of imprisonment.” As one
district court observed, Congress specifically limited post-incarceration discretion to provide
relief from sentences imposed under § 841, but consciously “left untouched the possibility of
early termination of supervised release allowed by § 3583(e).” 32

A. Delayed Revocation

The ability to conduct a delayed revocation simply means that a court’s jurisdiction to revoke
probation and supervised release survives the expiration of a supervision term. Judicial authority
to conduct delayed revocations has varied over the years, and was created first by case law and
then by statute. Under 18 U.S.C. § 3653 (repealed), a court could issue a warrant for a violation
that occurred within the probation term at any time within the 5-year statutory maximum
probation period (and thereby preserve jurisdiction to revoke after the term had ended) even if
the term actually imposed was less than the maximum. When Congress amended 18 U.S.C. §
3583(e) to allow for revocation of supervised release, it initially failed to allow for delayed
revocation. While some inferred that this oversight meant that courts might not have jurisdiction
to conduct revocation hearings any time after the term ended, 33  several courts held that the
inherent authority to conduct delayed revocation hearings was necessary to enforce supervision
conditions for the full term of supervision. 34

The Sentencing Reform Act of 1984 and the 1994 Crime Bill created essentially identical
statutory delayed revocation provisions for probation and supervised release. Sections 3565(c)
and 3583(i) of Title 18 preserve a court’s power to revoke a probation or supervised release and
to impose another sentence after the term expires if the delay is “reasonably necessary” to
adjudicate matters that arose before expiration, so long as a warrant or summons “has been
issued” on the basis of the alleged violation. 35  Because the delayed revocation provision for
probation is more lenient than the case law that preceded it, and the supervised release provision
essentially reflected pre-existing case law, courts have applied sections 3565(c) and 3583(i) to
cases in which the offenses occurred prior to enactment. 36

Preserving a court’s jurisdiction under §§ 3565(c) and 3583(i) requires issuance of a valid
warrant or summons, however. In a case of first impression, the Ninth Circuit held in United
States v. Vargas-Amaya 37  that jurisdiction to revoke supervised release can be extended beyond
the term of supervision under 18 U.S.C.A. § 3583(i) based upon a warrant issued during the term
only if the warrant was issued upon probable cause, supported by oath or affirmation, as required
by the Fourth Amendment Warrant Clause. Of course, this holding would apply equally to
warrants issued for the arrest of probationers. To address the Ninth Circuit’s holding, and to
preclude any future warrant challenges in other circuits, the AO revised Probation Form 12C to
include a 28 U.S.C. § 1346 certification. The Parole Commission did not alter procedures for
preparing warrant requests in response to Vargas-Amaya, because the parole statutes and cases
interpreting parole warrant requirements regard a parolee as “already under arrest” and subject to
the control and care of the Parole Board. The parole statute itself specifically stated that a

 



parolee is “in the legal custody and under the control of the Attorney General.” 38  In addition,
the warrant provision of parole statutes was enacted for the purpose of “retaking of the parolee.”
Courts therefore interpreted a commissioner’s warrant for retaking as different from a judicial
warrant for arrest. Thus, a warrant for retaking did not have to be supported by an oath.

If the basis for issuing the invalid warrant was that the offender had become a fugitive, however,
the absconder doctrine would allow a new warrant to issue upon sworn allegations. On August
29, 2005, the Ninth Circuit, in United States v. Murguia-Oliveros, 39  reaffirmed the common
law absconder doctrine, holding that offenders who abscond from supervision thereby toll their
terms of supervised release. The Murguia-Oliveros panel stated that because the offender was an
absconder, the district court had jurisdiction to revoke the offender’s term of supervised release,
“and on the basis of an unsworn warrant [sic]. See 18 U.S.C. § 3582(e); Vargas-Amaya, 389
F.3d at 907.” The quoted phrase appears contrary to the Vargas-Amaya court’s declaration that
all such warrants are invalid, unconstitutional, and cannot preserve a district court’s jurisdiction.

As a practical matter, Murguia-Oliveros simply reaffirms the common law absconder doctrine,
which provides that if an offender absconds before his predicted expiration date, he tolls his
period of supervision. Historically, the Office of Probation and Pretrial Services and the Office
of General Counsel have recommended that when an offender absconds, an officer should
petition for an arrest warrant to document that the defendant had absconded during the term of
supervision. The warrant was not deemed necessary to preserve the court’s jurisdiction under 18
U.S.C. §§ 3565(c) (delayed revocation for probation) or 3582(i) (delayed revocation for
supervised release), because the avoidance of supervision itself tolled the term and extended the
court’s jurisdiction. Murguia-Oliveros can be read consistently with Vargas-Amaya if one
regards the original warrant issued on an unsworn petition as no more than evidence that the
offender had absconded before supervision was due to expire. If an offender absconds, he
thereby tolls the term, and the court continues to have jurisdiction to issue a new warrant even
though the predicted supervision expiration date has passed.

While the delayed revocation provisions and the absconder doctrine resolve some of the
exigencies of addressing violations that occur towards the end of a supervision period, a serious
logistical challenge is unavoidable if an officer learns of violations immediately before
supervision terminates. Although issuance of a summons or warrant will preserve the court’s
jurisdiction, there often is not enough time to arrange for the clerk’s office to issue the summons
or warrant even when the officer petitions for the warrant with dispatch and the court orders
issuance of a warrant. “Legal Developments” had suggested that a court in such a situation
might find that an officer who “initiates” the process with a timely petition thereby “issues” the
functional equivalent of a warrant or summons. 40  The cases cited in support of this proposition,
however, simply dealt with the “reasonable necessity” of delay for conducting the revocation
hearing after expiration of the term. They involved a predecessor statute to § 3565 or an earlier
version of § 3583 that did not include a delayed revocation provision and a requirement that a
summons or a warrant issue before expiration. 41  Cases interpreting the plain language of §§
3565(c) and 3583(i) requiring that a summons or warrant “has been issued” to preserve
jurisdiction are unanimous in holding that this means a summons or warrant must actually issue,
and that completion of any preliminary step is not the functional equivalent of issuance. 42

One solution for insuring the immediate issuance of warrants in response to the officer’s petition
and court’s order is for the court to direct that the probation officer, rather then the clerk, issue
the warrant. In United States v. Bernardine, 43  the Eleventh Circuit endorsed this procedure,
after noting that 18 U.S.C. § 3603(10), the “catch-all” provision requiring officers to “perform
any other duty that the court may designate,” is sufficient authority for a district court to order
the probation officer to perform the ministerial act of issuing a summons or warrant. 44  The
court noted that this could not be construed as an improper delegation of a judicial function,
“because by ordering the issuance of a summons, the court directed the probation officer to
perform a ministerial act or support service” and the court itself ultimately determined whether
the revocation proceedings should go forward and a warrant be issued. 45

B. Revocation of Juvenile Supervision



1. Revocation of Juvenile Delinquent Probation

The 21st Century Act deleted the previous cross-reference in § 5037(b) to the adult probation
revocation authority at 18 U.S.C. § 3565 in favor of a probation revocation procedure specific to
juvenile probation. By eliminating the reference to the adult revocation provision, the revised §
5037(b) avoided the mandatory revocation provisions of adult supervision. To treat adult
offenders consistently, however, the amendment preserved the mandatory revocation provisions
for those persons who have been adjudicated juvenile delinquents, but who are over 21 years of
age at the time of the revocation proceeding.

The new probation revocation provision allows a court to impose any disposition appropriate
under § 5037 upon revoking a term of probation. Since the current statute provides different
probation ranges for different ages, but fails to state at what point the age determinations are to
be made, specifying that the age referred to is the age of the juvenile at the time of reimposition
of disposition averts the potential for illogical results. 46

2. Revocation of Juvenile Delinquent Supervised Release

The 21st Century Act created a new § 5037(d)(5), providing for the revocation of juvenile
delinquent supervision. The new revocation authority is similar to the new probation revocation
provision. As with the probation revocation amendments, this section avoids the mandatory
revocation provisions of adult supervision for persons under 21, but preserves them for persons
over 21 at the time of the violation proceeding.

New subsection 5037(d)(6) permits the court to order a term of juvenile delinquent supervision
to follow a term of detention that was imposed as a result of a violation of supervision. To avoid
an inordinate term of juvenile supervision and detention, any combination of supervision and
detention, including sanctions following revocation, may not extend beyond the periods available
in § 5037. For example, a juvenile delinquent who committed an act that would have been a
Class C felony if committed as an adult would not continue under juvenile detention or
supervision beyond the juvenile’s twenty-sixth birthday, no matter how many times his
supervision has been revoked.

This section has no effective date, and the Office of General Counsel originally opined that the
provisions could apply to juveniles who committed the act of delinquency prior to November 2,
2002, but were sentenced after that date, or who were facing probation revocation. This initial
interpretation observed that applying this provision retroactively would not offend the ex post
facto clause because the total amount of time a juvenile may be sentenced to any combination of
incarceration and supervision was limited to the same amount of time juveniles could previously
have been subject to incarceration. In other words, a juvenile who committed a delinquent act
before November 2, 2002, would be no worse off than if she received an original or revocation
sentence based on the revised version of § 5037. While this analysis may have accorded with
Congress’ unspoken intent that the revisions would govern sentencing proceedings that took place
after the law’s enactment (particularly because juveniles sentenced under the new provisions
would likely be better off), it overlooked the independent threshold requirement that Congress
clearly express that it intended retroactive application. 47

In United States v. J.W.T., 48  the Eighth Circuit considered this threshold requirement when it
reviewed a district judge’s determination that the new supervised release provision applies when
revoking a juvenile’s probation even if the underlying act of delinquency occurred before
November 2, 2002. The district court undoubtedly applied the new supervised release provision
because the maximum length of a juvenile revocation sentence was the same under the original
and amended versions of § 5037, except that under the amended statute part of the sentence
could be supervised release in lieu of detention. Presumably, a court imposing detention as a
component of a revocation sentence that included a period of supervised release would impose a
shorter period of detention because this combination was subject to the same limits as detention
under the old statute.



The Eighth Circuit, however, held that because nothing indicated that Congress intended the law
to apply retroactively, the presumption against retroactive application meant that it could not
apply to a juvenile whose delinquent act occurred before enactment. The court’s reasoning was
straightforward: there is a presumption that legislation should not be applied retroactively absent
an express statement to the contrary by Congress; such a statement was absent regarding the
revocation provisions; therefore, the November 2002 amendments to § 5037 could not be applied
retroactively. 49  In reaching its conclusion, the Eighth Circuit invoked the Supreme Court’s
holding in Johnson v United States 50  that a term of supervised release must be considered as
part of the penalty for the original criminal act (or in this context, the act of juvenile
delinquency). The Eighth Circuit, like the Supreme Court in Johnson , essentially held that the
case did not turn on whether J.W.T. was worse off under the revised statute (in other words,
whether the statute passed muster under the ex post facto test). Instead, the statue could not be
applied retroactively because of the “longstanding presumption . . . [that new statutes] appl[y]
only to cases in which the initial offense occurred after the effective date of the amendment.” 51

Absent this presumption against retroactivity, the statute likely would have passed the test recited
in Johnson for determining whether retroactive application violates the ex post facto clause,
which requires that an offender show “both that the law he challenges operates retroactively…
and that it raises the penalty from whatever the law provided when he acted.” 52

C. Mandatory Revocation of Probation and Supervised Release for Failing a Drug Test

Section 2103 of the 21st Century Act amended 18 U.S.C. §§ 3565(b) and 3583(g) to require
mandatory revocation if an offender “as a part of drug testing, tests positive for illegal controlled
substances more than 3 times over the course of 1 year.” The amendment left the provision
requiring revocation for the possession of drugs undisturbed. For purposes of revocation, the
statute now arguably distinguishes between “possession” and a positive drug test. In the case of
a positive drug test, the statute does not require action by the court until the fourth positive test
within one year. In United States v. Hammonds, 53  however, the Tenth Circuit nonetheless held
that the provisions mandating revocation of supervised release for more than three failed drug
tests within a single year do not preclude a finding that a single failed drug test, combined with
proof of culpable state of mind, equals “possession” and thus mandates revocation.

The 21st Century Act did not revise the provisions in 18 U.S.C. §§ 3563(e) and 3583(d) that
allow the court to consider whether the availability of appropriate substance abuse treatment
programs, or an individual’s current or past participation in such programs, warrants an exception
in accordance with United States Sentencing Commission guidelines from the [mandatory
revocation provisions in] section 3565(b) [or 3583(g)], when considering any action against a
defendant who fails a drug test. 54

The 21st Century Act amendment to §§ 3565(b) and 3583(g), combined with the alternative of
treatment available under §§ 3563(e) and 3583(d), appear to allow a court to consider treatment
in lieu of revocation after the fourth positive drug test. As a practical matter, since the court is
no longer required to revoke or to order treatment after every positive drug test, this new
language allows the probation officer to work with the offender for the first three positive drug
tests without being required to involve the court.

D. PROTECT Act Amendments Concerning Revocation of Supervised Release

Section 101 of the PROTECT Act, “Supervised Release Term for Sex Offenders,” made two
significant amendments to § 3583 that, upon revocation, greatly increase the length of
incarceration and the reimposed term of supervised release. First, the Act amended 18 U.S.C. §
3583(h) to delete the italicized language in the first sentence:

When a term of supervised release is revoked and the defendant is required to serve a term of
imprisonment that is less than the maximum term of imprisonment authorized under subsection
(e)(3), the court may include a requirement that the defendant be placed on a term of supervised
release after imprisonment. The length of such term of supervised release shall not exceed the
term of supervised release authorized by statute for the offense that resulted in the original term



of supervised release, less any term of imprisonment that was imposed upon revocation of
supervised release.

Striking the italicized language permits a court revoking supervised release to impose another
term of supervised release regardless of the length of imprisonment imposed. The length of the
term of imprisonment upon revocation is still limited by the maximum terms in section 3583(e),
however. Before the statute was amended, an additional period of supervised release upon
revocation could not be imposed if the court imposed the maximum term of imprisonment
permitted under (e)(3).

Section 101 also amended § 3583(e)(3), which sets forth the maximum revocation prison
sentences, by inserting after the phrase, “required to serve,” the phrase, “on any such
revocation.” Before the amendment, section 3583(e)(3) stated that “a defendant whose term is
revoked under this paragraph may not be required to serve more than” a specified maximum
prison term depending on the class of offense. The new language means that the maximum
prison sentences only apply to each revocation, thereby removing the requirement that sentences
of imprisonment imposed in multiple revocations be aggregated in calculating the term of
supervised release available. 55  Thus, each time a court revokes supervised release and imposes
a term of imprisonment, the term of supervised release available is the difference between the
maximum term of supervised release for that offense and the term of imprisonment just imposed
without reference to any terms previously imposed.
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1  This is similar to Bazemore & Terry’s (1997) treatise on viewing offenders in a dichotomy as
either villains or victims. Those adopting a “tough” approach may well be influenced by the
villain view while those adopting a “soft” approach may do so if they view offenders through
only a victim lens. A villain lens would reduce outcomes as villains “don’t care” and “don’t
want to change.” A victim lens would hold progress back since as victims, they’re not
responsible and since they didn’t cause the trouble, they shouldn’t be involved in the resolution.
These authors suggest adopting a third view (or lens). Since offenders will come to us as villains
or victims, we need to move beyond these limiting views to see offenders with a third lens—as
capable and as a resource in the process of change. This “third lens” as proposed by Bazemore &
Terry corresponds with a motivational approach (middle ground) that lies between the extremes
of “tough” and “soft.”

2  A good example of this sole focus is evidenced by our field’s skewed use of “risk” factors.
The terms “Risk and Protective factors” came from resiliency research, started in the 1950s. Risk
and protective factors were thought to be indivisible, much like the natural pairing of two eyes or
two ears—they came as a pair, inseparable from each other yet complimentary to each other.
One could not speak of risk factors without noting protective factors as well. However, as
evidenced in our field, “risk factors” came to the forefront and now exclusively dominate, while
“protective factors” are seldom mentioned—much less assessed and integrated in probation
plans.

3  This contrast of power vs. force, so pertinent to which type of influence should be applied by
probation staff, can also be found as a book title by David Hawkins (2002) Power vs. Force: The
Hidden Determinants of Human Behavior . In this book Hawkins states, “Whereas power always
results in a win-win solution, force produces win-lose situations…the way to finesse a (solution)
is to seek the answer which will make all sides happy and still be practical. …Successful
solutions are based on the powerful principle that resolution occurs not by attacking the negative,
but by fostering the positive.” Hawkins concludes, “Only the childish proceed from the
assumption that human behavior can be explained in black and white terms.” (pps. 138-139) I
would contend the “either/ or” conception is similar to the “black and white terms” as noted by
Hawkins.
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