
May 27, 2016  

 

 

Senator Mitch McConnell   Congressman Paul Ryan 

Majority Leader    Speaker of the House  

317 Russell Senate Office Building  1233 Longworth House Office Building 

Washington, DC 20510   Washington, DC 20515 

 

Senator Harry Reid    Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi 

Minority Leader     Minority Leader 

522 Hart Senate Office Building   233 Cannon House Office Building  

Washington, DC 20510    Washington, DC 20515 

  

   

Re: Reflections from a daughter of Cotton supporters 

 

My name is Amy Povah. I grew up in the small town of Charleston, Arkansas. My 

octogenarian parents still live there today and enjoy an environment where everyone 

knows everyone. That can be a plus or a minus, considering my folks have always been 

very active in the Republican Party and Arkansas has typically been a blue state.  

 

That said, I dare say they have had second thoughts about voting for Senator Tom Cotton. 

Why? Because they learned all about our criminal justice system the hard way when they 

lost their only daughter to a 24-year sentence for drug conspiracy charges. Sixteen years 

ago, thanks to Senators Bumpers and Pryor of Arkansas and approximately 16 sitting 

politicians, then-President Clinton commuted my sentence after I’d served more than 9 

years in prison. For nine long years, my parents suffered the horror of what millions of 

other families are currently enduring—the loss of a loved one to a draconian prison 

sentence in the United States.  

 

Didn’t matter that I had never been in trouble with the law. Didn’t matter that I had left 

my manipulative husband who had become involved with the drug MDMA. Didn’t 

matter that he was caught red-handed and arrested by the Federal German Republic. 

Didn’t matter that they had the ring leader in custody, hence the caper was over. No, that 

wasn’t enough. In 1989, the Reagan-Bush administration resurrected Nixon’s drug war 

and launched a “zero tolerance” campaign to punish citizens remotely involved with or 

related to anyone in the drug business. Especially wives and girlfriends like me who 

would not or could not provide “cooperating” information to prosecutors about drug 

dealing. As a result, I was held responsible for every criminal act my then-husband had 

committed. He, however, did “cooperate” by turning on me and was rewarded with a 

grand 3 years’ probation, while I received a nearly quarter-of-a-century prison sentence.   

 

Yes, my parents learned all about who goes to prison and who goes free in this country. 

That’s why I take umbrage at Senator Cotton’s recent statement in Politico that “we have 

an under-incarceration problem.” Really? I find it fascinating that Senator Cotton has 

expressed concern that people with long sentences could be released early, which is one 



reason why he says he opposes the Sentencing Reform and Corrections Act of 2015. Yet, 

the system seems to have no concern with public safety plea bargains in drug conspiracy 

cases that allow dangerous offenders to walk the streets with immunity after providing 

testimony in drug cases, particularly when property has already been seized pursuant to 

civil asset forfeiture.  

 

It is troubling to hear well-intentioned policymakers such as Senator Cotton oppose 

criminal justice reform based on myths about the system that are just not true. My parents 

did not deserve to stand in a courtroom and have their hopes and dreams shattered when 

their daughter was given a 24-year sentence, and neither do all the other families who are 

currently living this nightmare. Having been to prison, I know there are thousands of 

wonderful, patriotic, and good people there. A drug conviction does not translate into 

being a bad person. I dare say if the relatives of policymakers were incarcerated, this drug 

war would end tomorrow. At the very least – federal sentencing reform would be fast- 

tracked. 

 

I am proud to be the founder of the CAN-DO Foundation, which advocates for Clemency 

for All Non-violent Drug Offenders. There are so many people seeking assistance that we 

are overwhelmed. The majority of the cases we see are non-violent first offenders serving 

20 years to life. Most are people like me, who had no pre-disposition to break the law 

but were punished severely for exercising our Sixth Amendment right to a trial. 

Mandatory minimums should be abolished because they are often used like weapons, 

sometimes forcing people to confess to crimes they have not even committed. 

  

It is critical that the Sentencing Reform and Corrections Act currently pending in the 

Senate and the Sentencing Reform Act in the House of Representatives pass and be 

signed into law so that thousands of incarcerated people who are like me will also be able 

to benefit from having a second chance at life. It is also critical that Sen. Cotton rethink 

his position on criminal justice reform and base his views on facts, not myths.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

 
Amy R. Povah 


