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SHARC TO ATTEND STATE HOUSE BRIEFING ON WOMEN IN PRISON REPORT
Reformers exploit International Women's Day to push pro-jail agenda


On Wednesday March 8th, in the House Members Lounge, 10:30AM, members and allies of the Statewide Harm Reduction Coalition will observe the presentation of the final report of the Female Offender Review Panel, Governors Commission on Corrections Reform (GCCR). On International Women’s Day the Women in Prison Working Group of the Massachusetts  Caucus of Women Legislators will host the Panel as it presents it's findings and offers it's recommendations.

SHaRC is a grassroots led coalition of over 30 organizations and policy makers. Springfield based organizations include, Arise For Social Justice, Holyoke Girls Inc., Out Now, Springfield Catholic Workers, UAW Local 2322, American Friends Service Committee, Citizens for Participation in Political Action; Boston based groups include Massachusetts Welfare Rights Union, Community Church of Boston, Survivors Inc., the Women's International League for Peace and Freedom, and the Criminal Justice Institute, Harvard School of Law. For more than four years, SHaRC has vigorously opposed the construction of the Chicopee women's jail. In July of 2005, at the foot of the Grand Staircase, State House, Boston, SHaRC announced our call for a moratorium on all jail and prison expansion. Primary endorsers of the moratorium are the American Civil Liberties Union of Massachusetts, and Boston City Councilors Chuck Turner and Felix Arroyo.

If the report goes unchallenged it will serve to advance anti-woman, anti-human rights policies. The panel's recommendations invoke the specter of a women's jail in every county. The GCCR Advisory Council and the Female Offender Review Panel are advocating for more money for sheriffs to gain a bigger slice of the 'corrections pie' in the ever-expanding prison system. It is also seeks a larger role for budget-busting criminal justice bureaucracies within mental health, public health and substance abuse treatment agencies.

While some of the findings of the Panel are correct, the underlying premise, that poor women and the public are best served by incarceration and coercion, is inaccurate. Since the premise is inaccurate the recommendations of the Panel are as well.

At a time when three quarters of U.S. prisoners, over 1.5 million, are incarcerated due to the failed War on Drugs, why is the Panel recommending policies which will increase these numbers? Ignoring the underlying causes, and focusing on treating symptoms instead will not resolve the problems.

SHaRC does not believe that the best interests of women are ensured simply because the majority of the Female Offender Review Panel are women. We believe that the Panel, the GCCR Advisory Council and the legislative Working Group do not speak for most women. Implicit in the Panel’s recommendations is that reform is all that is necessary. History teaches that we can’t assume that women in positions of authority will not participate in abuses perpetrated upon poor women. 

Building shiny new, ‘state of the art’ jails in every county cannot, does not and will never meet the basic human needs of women, children or men; quality healthcare, affordable housing and living wage jobs, etc. will.

TO PRESENT THESE FINDINGS ON INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S DAY is a perversion of the very essence of the struggle of women to free ourselves from poverty and discrimination. Indeed, SHaRC declares that to do anything other than to provide women with the resources necessary to achieve this, violates universal standards of human rights.
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