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My name is DeVonté Douglass, and since 
August of 2019, I’ve been co-facilitating Best 
Outcomes at Mothers in Charge, Philadelphia’s 
first participatory defense hub. From mid-October 
2020 to the end of 2021, I took turns supporting 
participants and receiving support when I too 
became ensnared by the criminal legal system.  

In the fall of 2020, the Office of the Attorney 
General charged me with the charges surrounding 
the shooting death of an old high school 
classmate, a charge it later admitted was 
motivated by bias against my former boss and 
Philadelphia’s most progressive DA to date: 
Larry Krasner. The DA’s office deemed the case 
a conflict-referral because I worked for Krasner 
as a Peer Crisis Responder for the CARES unit 
for Survivors of Homicides as well as a Victim/
Witness Coordinator for the Domestic Violence 
Unit. 

In February of 2021, the PA’s Attorney General’s 
Office announced it would not be charging 
me with murder because after a thorough 
investigation, it was determined I acted in self- 
defense. The AG’s office did, however, charge 
me with Promoting Prostitution, False Reports 
Incriminating Another, and Possession of an 
Instrument of a Crime. I contacted Brian J. 
McMonagle, rapper Meek Mill’s former attorney, 
to arrange for me a safe surrender with bail 
conditions being ROR and no questions asked. 
Pastor Clay, a local hero for his frequent and 
eloquent testimonies advocating for alternatives to 
imprisonment, accompanied me as I surrendered 
to the Philadelphia Police Department. 

On October 13, 2021, I arrived at Philly’s 
municipal court CJC where I’d gone so many 
times before to support others, but now I was 
the defendant standing trial. However, as Judge 
Martin Coleman, who presided over the case 
exclaimed, the AG was “a no-call and no-show.” 
When the trial was rescheduled for November 
4, the AG stood me up a second time, and once 
again, did not alert the court beforehand. At this 

point, Judge Coleman dismissed the case due to 
a lack of prosecution. I thought the nightmare was 
over, but five days later, on November 9th, the 
AG’s office refiled charges against me. It claimed 
that it had not been notified either time of the new 
court dates. 

“I arrived at Philly’s 
municipal court CJC 
where I’d gone so many 
times before to support 
others, but now I was the 
defendant standing trial”
When I was told by fellow organizer Martha 
Williams to allow YASP to do a social bio video, it 
shocked me. I did not think the Youth Hub would 
want to get involved in my case nor do a social 
bio video because I am not a youth but the Youth 
Hub embraced me and made me feel good about 
myself. We interviewed my mother, my sister, my 
brother in law, Mr Robert Blair from Mothers in 
Charge and Martha Williams. 
 
The social bio video was exciting because I got 
to tell my story but then it did get emotional. I 
begin to cry at certain points. It was even more 
emotional because a lot of individuals do not get 
to participate in their social bio video from time 
to time. I had the opportunity to film my b-roll 
without having to use so many pictures. This was 
an emotional time because I had an excellent 
support team, attorney and a great film crew help 
me, William Bentley & Natasha Cohen-Carroll 
from YASP. I was a part of something that some 
individuals cannot be a part of and I thank God for 
that and my support team and everyone involved.

On December 16, my third trial date before it was 
continued again, 16 members of Philadelphia’s 
participatory defense network packed the 
courtroom on my behalf. Prosecutors covered
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their mics but could be heard commenting on 
the number of supporters. Two Best Outcomes 
members used the turnout to recruit a future 
participant sitting next to them. Thankfully, many 
of my supporters were able show up again on 
December 21, when I returned to CJC before 
Judge Jacquelyn Frazier-Lyde. I came expecting 
to plead guilty to Promoting Prostitution, a charge 
rarely prosecuted. Both my attorney and I were
broadsided, however, when the Deputy AG 
announced that the office would be proceeding 
on Promoting Prostitution and Possession of an 
Instrument of a Crime. 

This is when my heart started pounding. My 
attorney Shaka Johnson asked to speak to the 
Deputy AG in the hallway, and the judge allowed it 
with no comment. She told me I could step back, 
and I took a seat in the gallery and tried to collect 
myself, while my fate was being decided just a 
few feet away. I learned later that the Deputy AG 
had previously offered me seven years’ probation 
over the phone, and that Shaka had replied he 
was not going to entertain me with that deal. 
While I sat in the gallery, the AG brought it down 
to five years’ probation, but Shaka informed him 
they were still “not on the same page”. Finally, the 
Deputy AG lowered it to three years’ probation, 
at which point my attorney lost his patience and 
instructed him to get “The Oz” (his supervisor) on 
the phone. 

When Shaka hung up with “The Oz,” he informed 
me of the shenanigans the Deputy AG was trying 
to pull; he was not authorized to offer any deals 
beyond what had previously been agreed upon, 
which was one charge, one year probation, and 
leaving it up to the Judge if it would be non-
reporting or reporting. How many attorneys would 
have demanded to speak to the supervisor? What 
if the supervisor had been unavailable? These are 
just some of the random variables on which my 
freedom and future dreams hinged. The 1 year of 
probation was because of the social bio video and 
support that the Attorney General Office heard 
was in the courtroom. She saw that participatory 
defense and my attorney Shaka Johnson was not 
backing down from the challenge and eventually 
said she would drop two charges and give me 1 
year of probation for the other charge.
I entered a guilty plea to one charge of Promoting 
Prostitution. The remaining two charges of 

Possession of an Instrument of a Crime and 
False Reports were withdrawn with prejudice. 
The Honorable Judge Jacquelyn Frazier-Lyde 
sentenced me to one-year non-reporting 
probation. Later, when I ran into the judge as she 
was leaving the building, she looked at me and 
said, “Keep your head up young man. Don’t let 
this define you. Happy Holidays.” 

My 15-month battle with the criminal justice 
system, in which I emerged with six years 
saved, truly highlights the participatory defense 
movement’s revolutionary power. The letters of 
support, connections to a top-rate attorney, hub 
meetings that sometimes ran over time, hub 
members who dressed to the nines and showed 
out for me in court, and the moving video socio 
bio created by William Bentley and Natasha 
Cohen-Carroll of YASP’s PD hub—the nation’s 
first youth-focused hub born in Philly—brought 
the system’s assembly line to a screeching halt 
and forced court officials to acknowledge not just 
my humanity, but theirs as well. 

May they remember the fuller portrait people can 
show of themselves, if encouraged to tap into 
their own resources, their community’s brain trust 
and robust support. The moral is: protect your 
people, and your people will protect you back.

(DeVonte and his attorney Shaka Johnson outside the court room)



Editor’s Note: Over the last two years, we started 
to train families and community groups from around 
the country all online due to the pandemic. Despite 
COVID keeping us apart, the need for this work 
became even more urgent and now there is a new 
generation of hubs that started during the pandemic. 
WIth that said, we want to introduce the amazing 
folks at the We Resolve hub in St. Paul, Minnesota 
and hear from them how their first year was.

We Resolve is Minnesota’s first participatory 
defense hub. Our goal is to tip the scales towards 
community healing and away from discriminatory 
punishment. We Resolve started our first weekly 
meetings September 25, 2020. Due to the 
pandemic, we received all of our training online. 
Although we started our first meetings at a public 
park, almost all of our meetings since then have 
been over zoom.

Within our first three months, we stood with a 
young man who was facing 15 years in prison. 
After standing with his family as they went through 
the process, the young man was released and 
that was our first time standing with a family as 
we experienced time saved. Because of prior 
convictions, if he didn’t win, he would have to 
serve 15 years in prison and also be labeled 
as a violent career criminal. We started to think 
that this label is almost as damaging as the time 

itself. The label lasts long after the time has 
been served. It lasts in the hearts and minds of 
the individual, his family and his community. It 
is burdensome and prevents him from obtaining 
employment, housing and education. Because 
of this, we have started to collect not only the 
time that has been saved but also the labels that 
have been avoided. In our first year, we have 
stood with families and helped to avoid 33.3 
years of incarceration. By not incarcerating these 
individuals, our efforts have also helped taxpayers 
avoid paying $1,900,000 which would have gone 
to warehouse our loved ones.

After the public execution of George Floyd, it 
put a spotlight on the racist criminal punishment 
system here in Minnesota. We have met with the 
public defender’s office, the county attorney’s 
office, and numerous community-based groups 
and organizations. No matter the group, it has 
been unanimous that everyone believes that 
participatory defense is vitally needed and that 
communities’ participation in the systems is long 
overdue. The level of gratitude and appreciation 
that we receive from loved ones and community 
members cannot be measured. Our hope is 
that we empower our loved ones to be strong 
advocates for themselves as they maneuver 
through the system.

One of our toughest cases was with a young 
man by the name of Frederick. Fredericks 
mother attended our weekly meetings. W’e 
worked together to build a social bio packet for 
his sentencing hearing. The family worked with 
Nusaybah Drake, our social bio designer and the 
youngest member of our court team. A bond was 
quickly formed with Frederick’s niece Essence 
and Nusaybah. Essence wrote a letter to the judge 
talking about the close relationship that she had 
with her uncle. The judge was so moved by that 
letter that she read it at his sentencing hearing. 
The letter was so impactful, the whole courtroom 
was holding back tears. Through these efforts, 
these two young ladies have resolved to build and 
to be involved in the next generation of organizers 
that will stand to protect our people.

~Damon  Drake, We Resolve
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Nusaybah and Essence



We invited the Network and the families to join 
our first Love Can’t be Caged Holiday edition this 
past holiday season. This was a continuation of 
the “Love Can’t Be Caged... Don’t Bear It Alone” 
workshop held in 2020 to help acknowledge the 
times when our loved ones are not home and help 
navigate the emotional toll while being intentional 
about holding space and holding the Power of 
Love, supporting those who support families. We 
were blessed to have families, and loved ones that 
are incarcerated join the call. We shared recipes 
stories, listened to Nat King Cole, and shared 
ideas about cases. 

As we talked through what incarceration looks and 
feels like during the holidays, there was joy and 
sadness. One of Knoxville’s Community Defense 
juvenile lifers was able to join and converse 
with families whose loved ones were not able to 
reach out at the time and offered them words of 
encouragement. I love this space; I never know 
what to expect and always have a good time. 
We created this space for the various emotions, 
stages, and depths we all go through while doing 
this work and for families navigating the system. 
I remember one session we were talking our ish 
the entire time, and it was a release I think we all 
needed. 

As long as I am able, I will gladly help hold this 
space because it has been a space of healing and 
release for myself and others. This “calling” we do 
is hard, but I wouldn’t change any part of it and 
gain so much from everyone I come in contact 
with. I hope to contribute just a tiny spec of what I 
receive from everyone in this Network. 

~ Imani Mfalme, Community 
Defense of East Tennessee

Cecelia from the Boston hub at the first Love Can’t Be 
Caged Session at the National Gathering in 2020

Holiday Edition of 
Love Can’t be Caged

“We want to continue 
to hold this space and 
uplift the freedom and 

power of love”



Editor’s note: We recently held our first 
topic webinar of 2022 that we called ‘Hood 
Professors: Creating Our Own Community 
Experts’, a continuation of the session we 
had at our last gathering in January 2020. 
This conversation has been on going; the 
discussion of how to bring our community 
into the courtroom as experts to challenge 
these destructive narratives presented 
by DAs in court while uplifting the lived 
experiences of our own communities. To 
continue that conversation, we brought 
in Marcel from the Faith in the Valley hub 
in Fresno, California. Marcel shared his 
experience of becoming a gang expert in 
a juvenile case and his process of being 
certified by the court. He was joined by Chris, 
a public defender from Knoxville, Tennessee, 
as we all talked about how to bring this 
idea to hubs around the country. We will be 
following up more with spaces to continue 
to think this through for hubs who are 
interested. For now, in this newsletter, Marcel 
shares a short story of the teenager the 
Fresno hub supported when he first testified 
as a court expert.

***
In Spring of 2020, a young man was involved 
in a gang related drive-by shooting in which 
a 5-year-old girl was injured. Due to the 
severity of the crime, the prosecution wanted 
to make an example of the young man in this 
case, who was 16 at the time, by transferring 
him to adult court where he would be 
exposed to a sentence of 40 years to life. 

Our team worked with the young man’s 
family, his defense attorney, and was with 
him while he was being detained. We used 
the stories gained from talking to him, his 
families and his friends to create a social 

biography packet and a report on him. We 
then submitted the social biography packet 
and worked with his defense attorney to 
qualify one of our hub members as a gang 
expert to present the social bio packet and 
report to the court during the hearing. 

Amazingly, our strategy worked and the 
judge agreed that the young man deserves 
another chance. He was not transferred but 
was rather given the minimum sentence for 
the crime (3 years) on the condition that he 
works with our organization upon release. 
He may be out in as early as 18 months and 
my team, and my organization are looking 
forward to being a part of his journey. 

~Marcel  Woodruff, Faith in the Valley

CREATING OUR OWN COMMUNITY EXPERTS
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Marcel and the young man’s attorney



FEB
24TH

FEB
23RD

PARTICIPATORY DEFENSE 
NETWORK CALENDAR

National Participatory Defense Family Meetings (NPDFM)
Wed, February 23rd, 3PM PST, 4PM MST, 5PM CST, 6PM EST

National Participatory Defense Family Meetings (NPDFM)
Thurs, February 24th, 12PM PST, 1PM MST, 2PM CST, 3PM EST

Anyone interested in writing a story 
or would like to add an event to the 

calendar for the next Protect Your People 
Paper, please reach out to Andrew at 

andrew@siliconvalleydebug.org

Fist up Family!


