Virginia Sentencing Guidelines

By Kari Pugh, eHow Contributor 
In Virginia, judges are responsible for the sentencing of criminals. Virginia courts tend to be tough on crime. However, the system follows a complicated set of sentencing guidelines overseen by a commission solely tasked with determining the amount of time to be served for a particular crime.

No Parole, Three Strikes

1. In 1995, Virginia Gov. George Allen and the state legislature abolished parole for felons and enacted truth-in-sentencing guidelines. Lawmakers also passed the "three strikes" law, meaning a third felony conviction can result life in prison, regardless of the circumstances of the crime. During the same period, the legislature created a sentencing commission consisting of judges, lawmakers, attorneys and law enforcement officials to study crime punishment. A 2008 study by the Nation Center for State Courts found that Virginia's strictly prescribed guidelines, regulated by the commission, are "effective in making sentencing more consistent and limiting undesirable disparity." In Virginia, punishment for crime follows a classification system for felonies and misdemeanors, based on the severity of the crimes. 

Felony Punishment

2. Virginia has six classes of felonies, with punishments ranging from execution to 12 months in jail, depending on the crime. 

Class 1 felonies are first-degree and capital murder cases. The punishment for these crimes is death, or life in prison.
Class 2 felonies, including second-degree murder, manslaughter, malicious wounding, rape, robbery, abduction, burglary with intent to assault, have a punishment range from 20 years to life and a $100,000 fine.
Class 3 felonies cover offenses like drug-related crimes, burglaries and some assaults. Convictions mean five to 20 years in prison and a $100,000 fine.
Class 4 felonies also include drug offenses, grand larceny and many other non-violent charges. The punishment guideline is two to 10 years imprisonment and a $100,000 fine.
Class 5 felonies are punishable by one to 10 years in prison and a $2,500 fine.
Class 6 felonies are one step above misdemeanors. Crime falling under this felony category carry prison sentences of one to five years and a $2,500 fine. 

Misdemeanor Classes

3. In Virginia, there are four classes of misdemeanors, for crimes ranging from assault to petty larceny and traffic offenses.

Class 1 misdemeanors, the most severe, are punishable by up to 12 months in jail and a $2,500 fine.
Class 2 misdemeanors have a sentencing guideline of up to six months in jail and a $1,000 fine.
Class 3 misdemeanors carry a jail term of less than six months in jail and fines up to $500.
Class 4 misdemeanors are not punishable by jail time and carry a maximum fine of $100. 

Alternatives to Prison Time

4. Virginia's sentencing guidelines allow courts to find other means of punishment for nonviolent offenders. Some jurisdictions fund drug courts, in which those convicted on certain drug charges can go through an intensive program overseen by a judge. Once the program has been completed successfully, the conviction is dropped from the court participant's criminal record. In Fairfax County, some nonviolent offenders are placed into a program combining community service labor with life skills counseling as an alternative to jail time. Electronic incarceration and "weekend jail" are other options courts use to punish the lowest-risk offenders. 

Traffic Charges Can Equal Jail Time

5. Virginia takes a hard stance on reckless driving. There are 15 traffic infractions that fall under the state's reckless driving law, ranging from drag racing to speeding 20 mph over the posted speed limit. Some forms of reckless driving are classified as felonies, meaning you can lose your license and your right to vote. Whether a misdemeanor or felony, all are punishable by at least some jail time. Reckless driving charges in Virginia include driving 80 mph on the highway, passing a stopped school bus or ambulance, driving too fast for road conditions or in parking lots, or passing a vehicle on a crest. 
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