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I am an attorney and the Advocacy Director at the Community Action Agency of Somerville.  I am the former Director of the Mayor’s Office of Human Services for the City of Somerville.  I am also a resident of  Somerville.  

I am asking you to please give your strongest support to House Bill 1723.  We do not need any more jails, prisons, or houses of correction until and unless our current incarceration system undergoes the full reviews of its effectiveness, addressed by this bill.  

My interest in this subject stems from my work as in an anti-poverty agency in Somerville.  We work with low-income people, very low-income people, and people with no income at all.  Many of those people have experience with the county corrections system, as victims of crimes and as people charged and in some cases convicted of crimes.  So many of our clients are disabled by substance abuse that we feel the effect every day of our state’s failure to provide sufficient, timely assistance.  And many of our clients who have been in the state prison and jail system have come out more damaged than they went in.  They, too, have been failed by our system.  Our non-profit agency is failed by the system – the funds we need to continue to provide services either are exhausted or provided sporadically.  RAFT is a case in point.

I’m going to speak a bit about the reasons why we support this bill in Somerville, and then about the reasons why this bill is important statewide.  The Middlesex County jail proposal is a great example of what we don’t know and what we need to know before we move forward building more prisons or jails.  

This bill came into creation because Middlesex County Sheriff James DiPaola proposed that the state spend $255,000,000 (1/4 of a billion dollars) to build a permanent 600-bed jail facility in southern Middlesex County.  The facility would include space for male and female pre-trial detainees and as proposed would include a detention center for immigrants awaiting deportation.
  It is true that Sheriff DiPaola is faced with the problem of where to house Middlesex County Jail inmates and detainees while the Middlesex County Courthouse undergoes renovation.  

According to a newspaper article on Sunday, Mr. DiPaola says Somerville has responded  “favorably” to his proposal for a new facility.
  However, I know that is not true of several of your colleagues at the state house, since Rep. Carl Sciortino and Rep. Denise Provost, both representing Somerville, have sponsored the bill before you.   Before focusing on Somerville, Mr. DiPaola was shopping for a jail site in Framingham.  Framingham has soundly rejected his interest; your colleague Rep. Deborah Blumer of Framingham said that she is very opposed to the idea of such a facility in Framingham.  A Framingham selectman said he was “very upset that [DiPaola} didn’t have the courtesy to let the town know [of his hope to build a jail in Framingham]” before talking to the press.

What Sheriff DiPaola didn’t add to the document setting forth his proposal is that since a prison bed costs about $40,000 per bed per year, and this facility will have 600 beds, it will cost $24 million each and every year to run it, after it’s built.  After 10 years, that’s another $1/4 billion dollars.

That number only takes into account what happens within the Sheriff’s purview.  It doesn’t take into account any of the burden on the city where the jail is built – huge additional stress on a city’s physical infrastructure, streets, water mains (Chicopee has to put out a bond to upgrade their water system now that a jail is being built there).

Additionally, this facility won’t be adding to the tax base of Somerville or any town in which it’s built.  It will only be a tax drain.

Undeterred by public opposition, the Sheriff has sweetened the deal in Somerville by proposing that the facility include a new police and fire station, sorely needed by the City of Somerville.  

The Somerville Patrolmen’s Union, representing Somerville police officers, understand more any other group the need for a new police station.  Yet even the cops have rejected the idea of a jail in Somerville.  Patrolmen’s Union President Jack Leuchter said “We don’t want anything to do with DiPaola. . . .There are a lot of politics being played here and they’re going to use the excuse of a new police station and that they’re doing this for us, but we’re not buying it.”

Sheriff DiPaola uses overcrowding as a reason why a new jail should be built in southern Middlesex County.  It is true that the Middlesex County jail is overcrowded.  According to an October 2006 Department of Corrections Report, during 2005 Middlesex County operated at 114% of the Average Daily Population (ADP Capacity), a measurement of overcrowding.
  

However, it’s not nearly as overcrowded as Barnstable County at 357% ADP, Berkshire at 290% ADP, Franklin at 287% , Essex County at 231%, and so on.  In fact, in 2005, out of the thirteen counties, it had the second lowest overcrowding rate in 2005.  

What are some of the people in these jails?  According to the U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics, in 2002, the most recent year for which records are available:  

· half of the people in county correction facilities were held for a violent or drug offense;

·  more than 2/3 of the growth in jail population was due to increased drug trafficking charges;

·  half (50%) were under the influence of drugs or alcohol at the time of their offense; 

· three out of four were alcohol or drug-involved at the time of their offense; 

· nearly one-third had grown up with a parent or guardian who had abused alcohol or drugs.

Why does it matter who is in these jails and why they’re there?  It matters because there’s a proposal on the table to spend $1/4 billion up front, and $24 million every year thereafter, with who knows how many prison or jail projects in the works.  

I’m happy to report that Sheriff DiPaola acknowledges the burden on our system of the increase in prisoners.  He said, in an editorial on mandatory minimum sentencing he wrote with Senator Creem, “The greatest burden has been on the county correctional system, intended for short term prisoners, which has seen its population grow by 25.8 percent.  This trend is a costly one, and it directs scarce resources away from other important state services.”
  

Sheriff DiPaola has recently created a videotape which he has shown to a number of groups interesting in prison issues, although he declined to provide me with a copy.  He uses the videotape to depict overcrowded and unsanitary conditions at the jail.  It would have been great if he had shown that concern about inmate conditions in January 2005, when former Governor Romney raised concerns about hygiene and inmate safety at the Cambridge Jail and refused a spending increase for the Middlesex Sheriff’s department, citing Mr. DiPaola’s failure to cooperate during the state budget process, and found the sheriff’s office unresponsive to the administration’s concerns.
   Romney’s director of communications is quoted as saying  “There have been a series of critical stories regarding waste and mismanagement in the Middlesex sheriff’s office that we were cognizant of, and all we’re asking for is cooperation as we assemble the state budget.”  I wish I could say that I believe Mr. DiPaola’s new concern for the inmates, but I can’t quite get there.

The question before you in this bill is:  Do we know that building prisons and locking up people is the best, the most effective, the smartest way, to address public safety and prison overcrowding issues?  We know that a huge range of factors contribute to public safety – availability of mental health services, substance abuse prevention and rehabilitation services, racism, cultural issues, availability of youth services, and many other factors.  And services addressing these factors are the “important state services” that are directly impacted when scarce resources are directed toward prisons and jails.  In addition, there is a huge quantity of research showing that revising drug parole, probation and sentencing policies will decrease the number of people who are incarcerated. 

I think that we don’t know that continuing to build prisons and jails is the best way to fix our problems.  We do know that continuing to build prisons and jails, without first learning about other, better ways to address our problems, is not a good use of public funds.  

It is far better to stop building and assess where we are and whether the system as it stands is working.  Part of that assessment involves taking a hard look at where, how and to whom services are provided, and finding out whether substance abuse prevention, mental health, effective re-entry programs, employment programs, homelessness prevention and other social services are perhaps a more effective way to deal with society’s problems than arrest and incarceration.

The Executive Office of Public Safety acknowledges that close to 200,000 people in Massachusetts are dependent upon or abuse illicit drugs.
  The number of substance abusers without access to treatment has increased.  The number in Massachusetts needing but not receiving substance abuse treatment in 2003 was 168,000.

But the state budget substance abuse service line item has been diminished by 6% since 2001.  CASPAR, the Cambridge and Somerville Prevention and Rehabilitation agency, has lost $3.7 million in the last five years, laid off 90 staff, and lost the capacity to serve 3,500 people.

Guess where some of those people have ended up?

Lest you think that the people in the jails are getting those services, they aren’t.  Thirty to forty percent of county inmates have mental health needs, but only 10 to 15 percent qualify for Department of Mental Health services, and the rest go untreated.

Even the Middlesex County Jail used to have Department of Mental Health money, but no longer.  They used to employ three full-time and one part-time social workers trained in mental health.  But the state funds that paid for them are gone, and so are the social workers. 

So is it a good idea to go ahead with building more prisons, in Somerville or in any other town, to catch many of our Commonwealth’s citizens who simply need substance abuse or mental health treatment or other supports, and put them in a place where they still won’t get treatment?  Or should we all support this bill that will stop that process and allow us to assess where we are and what will and won’t work for our society.

A final note.  The U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics published papers concerning criminal justice performance measures.  To quote “Having been founded more than 150 years ago, community corrections still has an unclear primary mission, with confusion about what activities contribute to that mission and how best to assess their performance.” 
  “[C]ommunity corrections, more than other public agencies, has had difficulty articulating its mission and reaching agreement as to appropriate performance indicators.  But as budgets shrink, public stakeholders will be increasingly asking what they are getting – in objective, measurable terms – for their dollar.”

House Bill 1723 asks us to stop building prisons and jails for five years, so that we can take the opportunity to figure out what we’re getting, whether we’re getting the best value for our tax dollar, and whether we’re serving the citizens of Massachusetts in the most cost-effective and humane manner.  Please give your support to this bill.

Thank you.                                                                                                                  
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