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‘BAND OF BROTHERS’ SEEKS FREEDOM

Council could ask
voters if a committee
should address issue

Claimants could face
1% a month on funds
they were overpaid

BY SARAH RAHAL
The Detroit News

Detroit — The Detroit City
Council could ask voters in November whether it should form a
committee to consider reparations for residents.
The council’s proposed question, which is expected to be voted on Tuesday, asks: “Should the
City of Detroit establish a reparations committee to make recommendations for housing and economic development programs
that address historical discrimination against the Black community in Detroit?”
Council President Pro Tem
Mary Sheffield has sponsored
two resolutions on reparations
that acknowledge African Americans have been “systematically,
continually and unjustly enslaved, segregated, incarcerated,
denied housing through racist
practices and redlining.”
To combat it, Sheffield said,
the city must create a process that
would develop short- and longterm reparations recommendations in a bid to create generational wealth as well as boost economic mobility and opportunity
for Black residents.
“Historically, we’ve been faced
with discriminatory policies, and
there are a lot of things that have
caused African Americans to be
left out, and locked out,” she said.
“This is an idea to right the
wrongs and to begin to look at
some of those injustices that we
faced.”
Following George Floyd’s
death, the rise of the Black Lives
Matter movement and the 2020
presidential election, conversations about reparations resur-
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Council President Pro Tem Mary
Sheffield is proposing a measure
requesting residents approve the
formation of a reparations panel.

Michigan may
charge interest
on jobless aid
BY BETH LEBLANC
The Detroit News
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“Band of Brothers” members Darrell Siggers, left, of Redford greets Kevin Harrington of Inkster. Both
men were freed from prison for crimes they did not commit.

CRUSADE TO HELP AID
WRONGFULLY CONVICTED

Michigan’s Unemployment
Insurance Agency is planning to
charge residents interest on the
repayment of some benefits mistakenly paid to them during the
coronavirus pandemic.
The state agency said Michigan law allows it to charge 1% interest a month on an overpayment. The circumstances of each
case determine when the state
can begin charging interest.
But the statute also prohibits
the state from charging interest
for benefits paid improperly because of “an administrative or
clerical error made by the unemployment insurance agency.”
“If there are individuals with
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BY ORALANDAR BRAND-WILLIAMS
The Detroit News

For more than three decades, Darrell Siggers
lived in an 8-by-5-foot cell until he was freed
from the Carson City Correctional Facility north
of Lansing after authorities determined he did
not commit the crime he was sent away for.
Few people could imagine Siggers’ ordeal but
fortunately for the now 57-year-old businessman, he’s formed a kinship with others who
faced similar fates. Those men and women, all
wrongly convicted and since exonerated, have
formed a fraternity they call their own “Band of
Brothers.”
They’ve formed friendships and share camaraderie, pulled together by a painful past of denied freedom, locked away from loved ones until
a judge finally, typically after years or decades of
pleading innocence, tossed out their wrongful
conviction.
The National Registry of Exonerations, which
tracks exonerations across the country, reports
2,813 people have been freed from U.S. prisons
since 1989. In Wayne County, 77 people have been
exonerated, according to the registry.
Twenty-nine exonerations or dismissal of convictions have come through the Wayne County
Prosecutor’s Office Criminal Integrity Unit.
Since the unit began work in January 2018, it
has received about 1,727 requests to review convictions, said Assistant Wayne County Prosecutor Maria Miller.
The Wayne County group of exonerees, which
includes 22 men and one woman, have formed a
fraternity they’ve named the National Organization of Exonerees to help fellow former prisoners
settle back into society after being freed.
They also “reach back” behind prison walls to
assist others still seeking freedom from wrongful
convictions. It’s among a handful of groups
across the country with similar missions.
Like other groups of friends, the exonerees attend weddings, gender-reveal parties and other
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Larry Darnell Smith Jr., who spent 26 years, 10
months and 7 days in prison for a crime that he
did not commit, shares a table with fellow
exonerees and others during the Better Together
BBQ luncheon.

life celebrations for their fellow members. Some
also attend church and community events together.
But the group also tackles topics such as police reform, post-conviction issues former inmates face and advocate for others whose requests for exonerations have been backed by
prosecutors.
“I am grateful and honored to be a member of
this unique and extraordinary group of men and
women because we are doing great things in
spite of the hell we were unjustly subjected to by
our legal system,” Siggers said.
Siggers spent 34 years in prison for a 1984
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“If I had put in my SAT score, I wouldn’t have gotten all the scholarships
that I received,” said University Prep Science & Math High School grad
Lena McDonald, who will attend Oakland University.

College applicants ﬁnd
a silver lining amid
test-optional admissions
BY KIM KOZLOWSKI
The Detroit News

Lena McDonald winced when
she got her results from the standardized test that high school
students take when applying to
colleges.
The Harper Woods resident
was a senior at University Prep
Science & Math High School in
Detroit and had studied hard to
achieve her dream of going to college. She was disappointed in her
SAT score. So McDonald took the
test again but didn’t fare any better.
Then she found out she wasn’t

required to give her SAT score to
Oakland University because the
Rochester school made the standardized test score requirement
optional amid the pandemic. So
she submitted her 3.42 GPA from
high school and landed three
scholarships from the university.
“If I had put in my SAT score, I
wouldn’t have gotten all the
scholarship that I received,”
McDonald said. “It really helped
me a lot.”
More than 1,100 colleges and
universities across the country
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PUA overpayments that became
final over one year ago, interest
would be accruing on those overpayments,” said Lynda Robinson,
a spokeswoman for the Unemployment Insurance Agency.
The state will not say whether
any pandemic-era claimants
have yet been charged interest on
an overpayment.
Gov. Gretchen Whitmer has
said it’s unlikely all claimants
questioned about their eligibility
for benefits will be asked to pay
them back to the state as Michigan works to develop a waiver
process.
The issue has arisen as the
state attempts to reevaluate the
eligibility of hundreds of thousands of residents who claimed
federal pandemic unemployment assistance. The benefits, often referred to as PUA benefits,
were made available by the feder-
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“Many of us do the best
we can and try to stay
humble. Most of us are
grateful. We don’t have
time to be bitter.”

Continued from Page 1A
murder of a Detroit man he did
not commit. He was released in
August 2018 with the assistance
of activist Claudia Whitman, who
founded the nonprofit National
Capital Crime Assistance Network, and the Wayne County Integrity Conviction Unit, which investigates claims of innocence.

Darrell Siggers,
who has formed a kinship with
other exonerees

‘No feeling like it’
Siggers said the 23 members
of the group have experienced a
shared feeling of unimaginable
relief of being set free from an unjust prison sentence, feelings not
many people have experienced.
“It’s an overwhelmingly feeling ... it’s a wonderful, wonderful
feeling,” Siggers said. “There is no
feeling like it. Many of us do the
best we can and try to stay humble. Most of us are grateful. We
don’t have time to be bitter.”
Siggers said “life comes at you
1,000 miles per hour when you
step out” of prison, and that the
group has helped one another
deal with the range of emotions
they feel once they are released.
Two years ago, Siggers’ filed a
$150 million federal lawsuit
against a retired Detroit police
detective and the estate of the
crime lab technician, now dead,
whose testimony and handling of
the case helped put him in prison.
The lawsuit is pending.
Marvin Cotton said he felt a
shock and numbness when he
was released from prison in October after nearly two decades behind bars. He was cleared of a
conviction for first-degree murder in 2001.
“I know when exonerees come
home they experience something
similar to that,” Cotton said.
Earlier this month, Cotton
represented the group in Missouri where New York-based Innocence Project activists and others
met regarding the cases of Kevin
Strickland and Lamar Johnson.
Strickland was convicted in
1979 of three Kansas City, Missouri, murders that happened in
1978. The key witness in the case
has reportedly recanted her story,
according to KPLR-11 television in
St. Louis.
Strickland, 62, has maintained his innocence and has the
backing of the Midwest Innocence Project and Jackson County, Missouri, Prosecutor Jean Peters Baker. But Missouri Gov.
Mike Parson has not issued a pardon.
An evidentiary hearing is
scheduled for Aug. 12-13 in the
case, KCTV-5 in Kansas City has
reported.
Johnson, in his mid-40s, has
been imprisoned for 26 years on a
1995 murder conviction in connection with a shooting in a St.
Louis neighborhood in October
1994. The conviction was allegedly the result of prosecutorial misconduct and fabrications by police.
The Missouri circuit attorney’s conviction integrity unit began investigating Johnson’s case
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Band of Brothers member Darrell Siggers, second from left, of Redford, is served by SAY Detroit’s Marc “Rosey” Rosenthal, right, during the Better
Together BBQ luncheon on Wednesday. Siggers said “life comes at you 1,000 miles per hour when you step out” of prison, and that the group has
helped one another deal with the range of emotions they feel.

and concluded there was evidence questioning his guilt. In
Missouri, local prosecutors are
allowed to reopen old cases in
which there is DNA evidence that
might overturn a conviction. But
older cases lacking DNA have to
be decided by the Missouri Attorney General’s Office.
Cotton can relate. He spent 19
years behind bars for a 2001 murder conviction in connection
with a Detroit killing that his lawyers say was partly the result of
concocted testimony from a jailhouse informant who later withdrew his claims. His conviction
was thrown out after prosecutors
learned that a Detroit police officer who investigated the case had
withheld evidence, an offense
known as a Brady violation.
On Wednesday in Detroit, Siggers and Cotton were joined by
Larry Smith and other exonerees
at a luncheon called Better Together that Detroit activist Darryl
Woods organized.
Unbeknownst to the former
prisoners, plain-clothed Detroit
police officers attended and
lunched alongside the men and
discussed how law enforcement
agencies could improve their relations with people in the communities they serve.
The surprise announcement
later in the meal that police officers were among them prompted
respectful discussions among
both groups about how police reforms can help improve encounters between African Americans
and police.
“Uniforms don’t change people,” Cotton said. “It’s just one of
his titles. He’s a brother. Being a
police officer is not a bad thing.
It’s a necessary thing. They actually stand in between danger
and the public.”
Siggers agreed.

“There needs to be some penalties for police officers who
knowingly break the law,” said
Siggers. “Several police officers
lied on me.”
But he added, “A lot of good
police officers want bad police officers rooted out so they don’t
make them look bad.”
Wayne County Sheriff’s Office
Chief of Jails Robert Dunlap, a
former assistant chief with the
Detroit Police Department, told
the group he understands their
concerns.
“I understand their pain,”
Dunlap said. “I agree there has to
be ongoing training, especially
for police officers.”

A shared experience
Maurice Possley, a senior researcher for the National Registry of Exonerations, said his agency, a project that partners with

Continued from Page 1A
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The Michigan Unemployment Insurance Agency may charge residents
interest on the repayment of some benefits mistakenly paid to them.

tional PUA recipients who lost
part-time jobs also were flagged
for overpayment because they
didn’t meet a state requirement
to be “able and available” for fulltime work.
The state will not say how
many other claimants were contacted for overpayment because
of the “able and available” issue.
But Ann Arbor lawyer David
Blanchard, who is challenging
the determination, said the decision affected “thousands.”
The agency said Wednesday it
was developing a waiver plan regarding pandemic unemployment assistance overpayments,

who appear to be most susceptible to interest on unemployment
are part-time workers who have
been flagged because they didn’t
meet state standards requiring
them to be “able and available”
for full-time work.
State law allows the unemployment agency to begin charging interest on unemployment
overpayments a year after the
date of the agency’s overpayment
notice or final appeal determination.
However, the agency can begin to charge interest the date of
an overpayment notice if the
agency determines a claimant
“made an intentional false statement, misrepresentation or concealed material information to
obtain or increase benefits.”
The interest rate, according to
state law, is “1% per month, computed on a day-to-day basis for
each day the delinquency is unpaid.”
For someone who received
$10,000 in unemployment, interest would include about $100 a
month once the accrual period
began.
An appeal challenging the
state’s decision that part-time
workers are ineligible for pandemic unemployment assistance
is pending before the Michigan
Unemployment Insurance Appeals Commission, which is expected to rule on the issue soon.
The Unemployment Insur-

ance Agency has argued in the
commission case that the federal
CARES Act clearly states claimants “must comply with state
law ability and availability requirements, and Michigan law is
clear they must be able and available to perform full-time work if it
is offered.”
But Attorney General Dana
Nessel in an amicus brief opposing the agency’s stance argued
people should still qualify “assuming they are able and available to work in the same capacity as
they were working prior to COVID-19.”
“These are the very individuals
whom Congress intended the PUA
Program to benefit,” Nessel’s filing
said.
If a conflict exists between
state unemployment law and the
federal CARES Act, Nessel wrote,
“federal law would preempt state
law.”
Regardless of the commission’s
decision, Sen. Jeff Irwin, D-Ann
Arbor, has proposed legislation in
Lansing that would sidestep the
argument by including a provision in state law that would retroactively allow part-time workers
to receive pandemic unemployment assistance.
The bill passed the Senate and
is awaiting House approval.
“Whether you agree with them
or not, setting this rule aside during the pandemic is the right
thing to do,” Irwin said. “We’ve

National Organization of Exonerees member Larry Darnell Smith Jr. of
Detroit, left, hugs Detroit police officer Errol Franklin. Smith served 26
years in connection with a 1994 slaying in Detroit before being released
in February.

Interest
al government for people who
don’t usually qualify for state aid,
including part-time workers,
self-employed workers and gig
workers.
“It’s pretty clear that it was an
administrative error,” said Rep.
Steve Johnson, a Wayland Republican who announced a House
Oversight investigation into the
Unemployment Insurance Agency Wednesday and called for
changes in agency leadership.
“It’s absurd,” Johnson said.
“Nowhere else could anyone get
away with this other than in state
government.”
Rachael Kohl, director of the
workers’ rights legal clinic at Michigan United, said she was unaware of any claimants already
being charged interest and hoped
waivers would be granted instead.
“It’s not like the claimants get
any interest on payments the
agency fails to timely pay,” Kohl
said.
The state sent letters to
648,100 PUA claimants in late
June asking them to re-attest to
their qualifications for unemployment due to state-developed
qualification data rejected by the
federal government.
An untold number of addi-

law schools, including the University of Michigan, Michigan
State University and the University of California, Irvine, collects,
analyzes and disseminates information about all known exonerations in the U.S.
Possley said many exonerees
choose to be part of the movement that has been growing for
years to ratchet up efforts to free
wrongfully convicted men and
women. A group of former inmates in Texas actively works to
free other prisoners, and in Houston, exoneree Christopher Scott
organized the House of Renewed
Hope to assist others who have
been wrongfully convicted. Scott
was wrongfully convicted of capital murder in 1997 and was imprisoned for 13 years.
“What they have in common is
a shared experience of having
been wrongfully convicted and

then being exonerated,” Possley
said. “They clearly have a lot of
credibility and they’ve been
through the experience and
somehow managed to keep up
hope. They can speak from the
heart.”
Possley added the bonds
among the exonerees become so
tight that “they become each other’s families.”
Novi attorney Wolf Mueller,
who is representing some of the
Wayne County men in civil cases
against police officers and others
who are accused of playing a part
in the wrongful convictions, said
the bond the men have formed is
not only special but very beneficial to them.
“It is remarkable to see how
the exonerees are trying to help
each other cope with their struggles to lift each other up,” said
Mueller. “But not surprising,
since the harm of decades of
wrongful imprisonment is something only these men and women
can truly understand.”
“I’m happy to see the (state of
Michigan) helping with the cost
of living accommodations as the
exonerees get reacclimated to society. Not everyone has the same
resources so the assistance is important and necessary.”
In 2016, the Legislature created the Wrongful Imprisonment
Compensation Act to provide
funds to exonerees and others
who have been wrongfully convicted and imprisoned.
It requires the state to pay individuals who are wrongfully
convicted $50,000 for each year
they spent in prison. To claim the
compensation, the individual
must sue the state in the Court of
Claims, where a judge determines whether they meet the
qualifications for compensation.
More than $22 million has been

but it is not clear to whom the
waiver would apply.
“We’re doing everything we
can to help working families navigate this issue,” Acting UIA Director Liza Estlund Olson said in
a statement. “Claimants who
were notified that they must requalify for PUA should quickly
submit their updated information so that we can redetermine
their eligibility and continue to
provide benefits to workers
whose jobs were affected by COVID-19.”

Fighting overpayments
The unemployment claimants

paid out from 2017 to January.
Some members of the Detroit
group have received WICA funds
and have started businesses. Siggers now helps other inmates
through his company, Legal Access Plus. As part of the services
his company offers, Siggers helps
others in prison with research
and assistance in their own case
appeals.
Mueller said he tries to advise
his clients as they run into obstacles in seeking living arrangements, transportation and employment.
“Their struggles are real and
significant,” said Mueller. “It’s not
like flipping a switch to jump
back into society with the stigma
of a prison sentence, wrongful or
not.”
Detroit Pastor Terrence Devizen of the United Kingdom
Church on the city’s northwest
side said the exonerees share a
pain and ordeal that few would
know about.
Devizen has worked with the
men to help them get services as
well as recognition for the time
they spent behind bars.
Kevin Harrington spent, as he
describes it, “17 years, 6 months,
two days and 35 minutes” in prison for a 2002 murder in Inkster
he didn’t commit. He was released on April 21, 2020.
“I’m still scared. I’m still broken,” said Harrington, 38. “That’s
deep scar tissue.”
For Harrington, the group
gives him a chance to commune
with others who have been in his
shoes.
“It means a lot to have a group
of guys who went through the
same torture and treatment,” said
Harrington, who is CEO of the
Justice Group Consulting firm
helping others behind bars seeking exonerations and assistance
with appeals. “People have no
idea what you’re going through.”
Larry Smith Jr. served 26 years
in connection with a 1994 slaying
in Detroit before being released
in February. He said the close
bonds he’s formed with his fellow
exonerees have been a huge help
for him.
“If I have any moment of anxiety I can call my brothers. It’s
power in numbers,” he said.
The exonerees have adopted a
ritual where they greet other
newly released exonerees with
hugs outside the prison facility.
They met Smith as he walked out
of prison in February.
“I am proud to be part of this
extraordinary group as we are doing really great things in the community and helping those who
need help,” Siggers said.
bwilliams@detroitnews.com
Twitter: @oralandar_dn

run into a lot of folks in our office
and a lot of people during the pandemic, particularly, who fall into
these bureaucratic snares.”

‘Qualifier’ claimants’ impact
The “able and available” issue
is separate from a more recent development at the unemployment
agency, which also is seeking to
reevaluate eligibility for pandemic unemployment assistance.
The UIA in late June sent letters to 648,100 PUA claimants informing them that four qualifications developed by the state at the
start of the pandemic had been rejected by the U.S. Department of
Labor.
Because of the lack of approval
from the federal agency, the state
is requiring those 648,100 individuals to submit new self-attestations in which individuals can
mark whether they meet federal
criteria. The new self-attestations
were due Sunday.
Individuals who fail to meet
federal criteria could be asked to
repay their unemployment benefits or granted a waiver within a
year of final determination depending on the circumstances.
It’s unlikely any of those individuals who have to submit new
qualifications will begin accruing
interest any time soon since it
doesn’t begin until a year after
redetermination.
eleblanc@detroitnews.com

