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Investing in Workforce Development Instead of Prisons
Introduction

I am speaking as a private citizen in favor of House No. 1723 (Relative to the construction
of new correctional facilities and providing for an investigation of incarceration and its
impact on public safety). I have been working as a grants manager in the field of
workforce development for the past 10 years. Through that work I have become acutely
aware of the barriers to employment that face people with criminal conviction records.

I feel very strongly that the funds poured into the construction of prisons and jails could
be far better spent on the development of job training resources and other forms of
workforce development that would keep people out of prisons in the first place, or help
those who have been incarcerated to get into the workforce and stay there.

Position

However a person defines recidivism, we know the statistics are alarming. About 2/3 of
those people who have been incarcerated and released, find themselves returning to prison
within 3 years. The keys to reducing recidivism are well established—substance abuse
services, stable housing, and employment. I will limit my remarks to the employment
arena because of my background in that area, but all three working in tandem are
essential, and could greatly benefit from a reallocation of dollars from prison expansion.

A reduction in recidivism will result in a significant reduction in overcrowding.

The Crime and Justice Institute recently prepared a report sponsored by the Massachusetts
Executive Office of Public Safety: “Employment of Ex-Offenders: Employer
Perspectives.” The report offered recommendations for better integrating former
prisoners into the workforce. One of the strongest recommendations was a call for
transitional job opportunities for people as soon as they are released from prison. It is
well known that people leaving prison need immediate attachment to the work force.

They need income to survive. However, many lack work history and job skills. A
transitional jobs program is a service that links job seekers to short term wage paying jobs.
While the person is on the job they also receive supportive services such as case
management and “soft skills” training.

Relative to prison construction, transitional jobs programs are cheap, but they do require
funding for services—case management, job development, skills training, and crew
supervision in some instances. By way of comparison, the average cost of maintaining a
person in prison in Mass. is $43,000 per year. The cost of providing services for a person
in a transitional jobs program ranges from $5000 to $10,000.

Conclusion



To develop an effective continuum of workforce development services for former
prisoners, others types of programs are needed as well—GED and job skills training for
people while in they are in prison, skills training for people after they complete the
transitional jobs phase, and educational opportunities for people to advance in their
careers once employed. All of these programs cost money, but they are an investment in
people and an investment in public safety. Everyone benefits from spending on human
capital. The only beneficiaries of prison capital are the developers, the financiers, the
custodial staff of prisons, and all of the subcontractors who feed off the system. The
public is not well served by prison construction and expansion.
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