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General Recommendations

We support closing underused juvenile and adult correctional facilities.

· In a year of budget shortfalls and economic downturn, New York State cannot afford to keep underused prison facilities open.  Millions of dollars in savings could be reinvested into sustainable economic development projects in New York City and upstate New York.

We oppose S. 06908, which restricts parole release of individuals with violent felony convictions.

· The New York State Division of Parole reports that of the 456 A1 felons released from 2004 through 2007, none were returned to prison for committing a new crime.  This number includes 440 individuals convicted of murder and attempted murder.

· Continuing to incarcerate people who pose no threat to society is a waste of taxpayer dollars and human lives.

Employment & Restoration of Rights

Legal restrictions, licensing requirements, occupational bars, inadvertent and deliberate employment discrimination practices, and the cultural stigma associated with having a criminal record create a tremendous cumulative disadvantage, excluding many qualified people with criminal records – especially those who come from economically distressed communities of color – from obtaining employment and other necessities of life.  

 

The majority of people who are re-arrested for new charges or parole violations are unemployed at the time of re-arrest.

We support A. 10288 / S. 7638, the Employer Education Act.

· Compared to other states, New York has relatively strong laws against discrimination, and a public policy of promoting employment of people with conviction histories.  However, according to a 2007 report based on employer focus groups, “ignorance—both ignorance about the law and ignorance about the population in question—poses a significant barrier to employment for individuals with a criminal record.”

We support A. 05438-A, creating a $10,000 Reentry Tax Credit.
· Focus groups also found that incentives – most notably meaningful tax credits – are significantly more effective than legal sanctions in encouraging employment of individuals with criminal histories.

We support A. 10866/S. 7660 ensuring the privacy of sealed criminal history information.

· The legislature should take steps protect job-seekers with youthful offender and violation convictions from employers who ask illegal questions about sealed convictions.
We support A. 10860/S. 8022 restoring discretion in hiring in venues with liquor licenses.

· Restaurants, arenas, and convention centers are the sources of thousands of entry-level jobs.  Employers in these industries should be allowed to consider applicants on a case-by-case basis, and to make individualized determinations about risk and hiring. 

We support the Restoration of Rights Act.

· Certificates of Relief from Disabilities and Certificates of Good Conduct are already the same in effect.  A single Certificate, called a “Certificate of Restoration,” would increase efficiency, and would more clearly describe the Certificate’s intent and effect.

· Studies have shown that after seven years without new convictions, even individuals with violent felony offense convictions are no more likely to be convicted of a new crime than individuals with no criminal history.

We support consolidation of all collateral sanctions in one section of the Penal Law, and a review of their consistency with New York’s policy of promoting reintegration.

· This consolidation will also help to educate defense attorneys, prosecutors and judges, and ensure that individuals considering plea bargains are informed of all of the consequences.

Voting Rights

We support A. 05555, legislation extending voting rights to individuals on parole.

· Denying citizens the right to vote is bad for our democracy.  A strong and healthy democracy must include the voices of all of its citizens.

· Opportunities for full civic participation are fundamental to successful reintegration.

We support S. 1934, legislation that would ensure that people in prison are counted in their home communities.

· According to the Prison Policy Initiative, one out of every three people who moved to upstate New York in the 1990s actually "moved" into a newly constructed prison. Counting people in prison in districts where they do not benefit from services and cannot vote undermines democracy. 
We support S. 7012, legislation requiring that all eligible individuals are notified of their voting rights.

· All citizens are entitled to accurate information about their right to vote and, when eligible, should be given every opportunity to participate in the democratic process.

Higher Education

We support policies that expand access to higher education for individuals in prison and for those who have returned home.

· Education helps to prepare an individual to develop the skills needed for successful livelihood in a fast-paced, high-tech culture.  Higher education programs in prisons have demonstrated that students become role models within the prison context and after release and recidivate at much lower rates, leading to the overall health of our communities.  

· Lack of economic opportunity traps people in the criminal justice system; higher education is the key to opening up economic opportunities that can break the cycle.

Sentencing

We support A. 04342A, legislation calling for full repeal of the Rockefeller-era Drug Laws.

· Substance abuse is a public health issue; incarceration is an ineffective response to the social, medical and economic problems that drive drug-related crime.  Money wasted on prisons should be reinvested in community-based treatment and alternatives to incarceration.

· Intended to punish “kingpins,” the drug laws have had the opposite effect.  To avoid sanctions under the laws, drug profiteers rarely carry drugs.  Instead they employ couriers – often people with few economic opportunities – who are willing to take this risk.
· The drug laws have a harsh and disproportionate effect on communities of color.  Government studies show that the majority of people who use and sell drugs are white, yet 90% of people serving sentences for drug offenses in New York are Black and Latino.

· Modifications to the drug laws in 2004 and 2005 reduced the length of some mandatory sentences, and made other small changes. These reforms were a small step in the right direction, but they failed to address the underlying inequities of the existing drug laws.
We support S. 3164 / A. 6150, the Merit Time Release Bill.
· The link between domestic violence and women’s pathways to prison is undisputed: 75% of incarcerated women have suffered severe physical violence by an intimate partner.

· Many incarcerated survivors were convicted of violent crimes that arose directly or indirectly  from abuse they experienced.  Incarcerated survivors have been punished twice – first when society failed to protect them and then again when they were sent to prison.  This law will extend eligibility to earn merit time release to these survivors.

Healthcare

We Support A. 3787, legislation requiring the New York State Department of Health to oversee and monitor HIV and Hepatitis C care in prison.
· Of the 63,000 inmates in the custody of the Department of Correctional Services (DOCS), approximately 9,500 are infected with hepatitis C and more than 5,000 are HIV-infected.  Incarceration provides an opportunity to test, treat and educate this population that has not had sufficient access to health care prior to incarceration.

· While the Department of Health monitors hospitals in the community, it does not oversee medical services in New York’s prisons.  Instead, medical providers in the prisons are accountable only to DOCS itself -an agency with no expertise in healthcare or public health.

We support A. 10864, legislation creating a Medicaid Pilot Project where state agencies would facilitate Medicaid enrollment of a limited number of individuals leaving prison.

· The state has already allocated $200,000 in the budget for this pilot project.  Passing A. 10864 will ensure the most effective implementation of this project by allocating funding to develop an efficient system that can then be replicated throughout the state.  

Family Connections

We support A. 8465-A, which grants discretion to foster care agencies to make fair decisions on case-by-case bases regarding termination of parental rights of incarcerated parents.

· Current laws impose rigid requirements on foster care agencies to move to terminate parental rights of incarcerated parents after a given period of time, even when it may be in the child’s best interest to reunite with a mother or father when she/he returns from prison.
We Support sound policies that promote employment and facilitate the repayment of child support debts.

· The government’s goal should be to encourage parental responsibility.  Under the state’s current law, incarcerated fathers cannot modify their child support payments to reflect their actual income (of between 40 and 60 cents per hour) or ability to pay.

· Massive debt – often based on default order and sometimes more than $100,000 – acts as a disincentive to enter the labor market and to start paying child support in reasonable amounts upon release.
Financial Debt

We propose a moratorium on the imposition of new fees and fines that create insurmountable debt, and judicial discretion in imposing existing fines.

· Insurmountable debt is a disincentive to labor market participation and a barrier to reentry.  Imposed disproportionately on low-income people, these fees and fines lock individuals with criminal justice involvement in a cycle poverty and incarceration.
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