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Prisoner panel RECOMMENDATIONS ARE SOCIALLY, FISCALLY IRRESPONSIBLE

Community Coalition opposes new jails; demands housing, healthcare and human rights


On International Women's Day, Wednesday March 8th, in the House Members Lounge, 10:30AM.  To counter the panel's anti-woman, anti-human rights assumptions, members and allies of SHaRC will be on hand to distribute copies of its recently released paper “Why Women Are Not Best Served By Incarceration” ( www.stopchicopeejail.org). The Female Offender Review Panel, Governors Commission on Corrections Reform (GCCR) will present to the public it's findings and offer it's recommendations for women trapped by poverty, racism and the criminal justice system. 

In a scathing critique of mass incarceration as a solution to social problems, the SHaRC paper refutes arguments put forth by legislators, prison bureaucrats and reformers, that ever more jails are necessary.  It offers a deeper analysis and more comprehensive solutions for public health and safety issues, suggesting that true public safety will only come when resources are allocated, and policies implemented, that provide for basic human rights.

“What we have found is that policy makers and prison reformers really think new jails are the way to go. Underlying this is the belief that incarceration works and that to win office one must be 'tough on crime'. This isn't even smart on crime. When all the factors are accounted for--the direct harm caused to the individuals and families, the inefficacy of coercion, and the per year cost rising to $60 or $65,000 for the new jails, it doesn't make sense. The arguments being used to lobby for these budget busters—overcrowding, the expressed concern for women to be near family, and the abuse allowed toward women in prison—just don't hold water. What SHaRC offers are proven solutions that are far more cost effective, get women, and men, back in their communities and home with their kids, and stop us from violating human rights”, states Out Now organizer and SHaRC member Holly Richardson. Funding to provide for community needs will come from the savings realized by a moratorium on jail and prison expansion.

Speaking about the Governor's Panel report, Susan Mortimer, Community Church of Boston and SHaRC member states, “It is dismaying, in that it is a rehash of many other studies contracted for over years. It is self serving, unimaginative and uninspired. The voices of former prisoners and the grassroots community are not reflected. While the Panel may have consulted with some prisoners, if the choice is county jail or state prison, then of course the women will choose county jail. We think we have a better plan.”  Arise organizer Iris Wallace adds, “How about offering the in-community alternatives that were recommended by Governor's Panelist Kate De Cou back in 1996? Women will make better strides having the support we need in our communities and homes, and our kids will be much better off. What we need are basic things that everyone has a right to, such as homes, medical care, education, an end to the CORI and quality job opportunities.” 

The SHaRC paper cites racist and failed Drug War policy as the primary contributor to overcrowding. “....as assessments of the War on Drugs point to failure, release to in-community sentences with drug treatment options, of low level, non-violent offenders--as many as 70% of all federal, state and local prisoners, male and female, will further reduce overcrowding. This would immediately free space in which to create gender safety for all and provide room for programs for women.” 

Hampden County Sheriff Michael J. Ashe, who did not comment last week on the recent death of a woman in his custody, also receives deserved criticism. “SHaRC finds the [... ] current argument for separation of men and women by building more jails and prisons to be disingenuous and self serving. The reality is that women have been in the men's jails for decades.... Now the sheriff says the women need to have their own “independent, freestanding, autonomous” facility because of deplorable conditions.  SHaRC would like to know, since the Hampden County Sheriff's Department allowed for the abuse of women for a decade at the Ludlow jail; why was nothing done during that time to bring it to a halt?”

SHaRC's position offers a clear antidote to ineffective criminal justice policies.

Find  “WHY WOMEN ARE NOT BEST SERVED BY INCARCERATION” at  www.stopchicopeejail.org
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