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Jobs Not Jails:  The Statewide Harm Reduction Coalition demands focus on addressing one of the root causes of crime as lack of positive employment

CHICOPEE, MA – On Thursday, January 19, 2006 at 9:00am, organizers and allies of the Statewide Harm Reduction Coalition (SHaRC) will gather for the fourth press conference in as many months in an ongoing series of actions to resist the construction of the new Chicopee women’s jail (701 Center Street).  While previous gatherings have focused on open space, healthcare and low-income housing, this action will focus on jobs as a critical component needed to stop the revolving door of incarceration and building safe and healthy communities.
Speakers include:  Kimberly Milberg, who earned her Masters of Social Work degree from Smith College in 2005.  She is also a member of the Statewide Harm Reduction Coalition.  The title of her master’s thesis is: Punishment Forever: The Impact of the Criminal Offender Record Information System on Women with Criminal Records in the Springfield, MA. This paper describes the many ways in which having a criminal record negatively impacts women.  Given these findings, and given the lack of living-wage jobs in the Springfield area, Kimberly believes that it is unconscionable to be spending $26.1 million to build a women's jail that will have the capacity to incarcerate over 2 times the number of women currently being held at the Ludlow Jail.  Inevitably the more cells that are available to incarcerate women, the more women who will be incarcerated and therefore the more women who will ultimately end up with criminal record.  The next speaker, Ron Patenaude, is currently the President of the UAW Local 2322, and a member of SHaRC.  Prior to his election as president of the Local 2322, Ron worked as a mental health worker at a local hospital and was a member of the union for 5 years.  While employed as a mental health worker, Ron served as a union shop co-steward and as the Civil Rights Chair for the UAW of Massachusetts. The final speaker is Iris Wallace, long time Arise for Social Justice Community Organizer and SHaRC member.  Iris is a formerly incarcerated woman who has directly experienced the challenges to obtaining employment due to her criminal record.  She speaks openly about these challenges and about how the criminal record not only prevents employment, but then additionally has an impact on obtaining affordable housing as well.
The United States locks up over 2 million people each year, with another 7+ million under criminal justice supervision (parole or probation).  Most of those involved in the criminal justice system have been convicted of non-violent offenses– many for drug charges.  Sentences are exceedingly long, yet about half of the people locked up will return to their communities within 3 years.  The philosophy of locking people up and throwing away the key clearly has not worked.  In spite of all the tough-on-crime rhetoric, most people that have been locked up will come home.  This all comes at a cost to local and state budgets, taking essential dollars from health care, low-income housing, education, and other hallmarks of a civilized society.  With the Criminal Offender  Record Information (CORI) system in place as it is, those returning home from jail find it near impossible to acquire legal employment and are often forced back into the same illegal activities that led to incarceration in the first place.
“While there are many factors that contribute to whether someone returning to society is going to make it or not, employment is critical,” states Holly Richardson, from Out Now and SHaRC.  “If we want to keep our streets safer we need to pay as much attention to what keeps pushing people through the revolving jail door as we do to what happens when they get out.  Having gainful employment is one area that can stop the revolving prison door.”  “Employed people are less likely to commit crimes and return to prison,” says Iris Wallace, Arise for Social Justice/SHaRC.  “Employers in all of our communities should see the benefits in hiring people with criminal records.  We often are coming right out of jail and WANT to keep our lives on track.  We are ready and willing to work hard so we can prove to ourselves and our families that we have changed.  All of these things will make us good workers.  Just give us a chance and you’ll see,” says Wallace. 
Kimberly Milberg, SHaRC member, states, “A criminal record really becomes punishment forever.  Every one of the 
women interviewed for my thesis research identified feeling that their criminal record had negatively impacted their ability to get employment.  Without access to legal, living-wage employment, individuals with criminal records are often forced back into illegal employment in order to simply feed themselves and their families and to put a roof over their heads.”

“Positive jobs creation is what SHaRC is calling for,” says Andrea Hornbein, Community Church of Boston and SHaRC member.  It has been argued that the new jail in Chicopee will create jobs and will be good for the local economy.  But that’s a myth.  All jobs created in the punishment industry are negative jobs.  For example, being a guard inside the jail may pay well and offer benefits—which are hard to get these days—but it has been well documented that guarding people who are locked in cages leads to high rates of alcoholism and domestic violence at home.  There are currently 2 Jobs Creation bills before the legislature, House Bill 3763 and Senate Bill 257 that promote quality, positive jobs within the Commonwealth,” Hornbein adds.
 
With jail construction underway, organizers from across the state, many of whom have resisted a new women’s jail for more almost four years, have joined together to build the imaginative George Atwater Job Skills Center, named for the man who, in 1902, willed the land at 701 Center Street to the inhabitants of Chicopee and neighboring Springfield to be used as open space.  Demonstrators will come dressed in construction gear to portray fictitious de-construction and re-construction workers:  de-constructing the jail, and re-constructing it into a job training center.
As declared each month, “It’s not too late for the powers that be to change their minds.  This structure could be re-purposed right now!  It could be a job skills center.  It could be a community center…anything but a jail,” says Out Now organizer, Holly Richardson.

For more information about SHaRC, call Holly Richardson (number above) or visit www.StopChicopeeJail.org.
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