
The Power of Partnering With Authentic Community:

Recommendations to the Philanthropic Community

From Formerly Incarcerated Organizers
OUR REALITY

Formerly incarcerated people are joining together across this country to reclaim our rights as human beings and make our voices heard, despite many obstacles and limited resources.  We are in the vanguard of a new civil rights movement building in this country.  The (in)justice system we have survived (youth and adult) has been our PhD training in social justice and human rights – a hands-on graduate school teaching us the impact of unjust mean-spirited policies, the politics of expediency and greed, and the social economics of poverty and racism in the wealthiest country of the world.  We have learned that a strong advocacy movement is absolutely essential to bring about systems change.

We know that for communities to be healthy, they have to provide opportunities and support to all their members, including those in prison and those coming back home.  We have watched as millions of dollars intended to build social capital in poor communities have failed in their goals for change because the voices of those most marginalized are overlooked, the realities we face for survival not considered, and the consequences of this ignorance never really understood.  By not including the realities of our lives in the equation for mobilizing change, too many well-intentioned community development projects have missed the mark and have not been sustained. We live at the intersection of community development, families and criminal justice.  We know what it will take to build effective and lasting change.

Fractured communities cannot be rebuilt without including those most directly affected by the neglect and destructiveness of past policies.  True understanding will not come by mediating our realities through academic research and criminal justice experts.  We are the marginalized, the imprisoned, the formerly incarcerated, their parents, lovers and children.  The experience and analysis from those surviving poverty and racism needs to be included in designing strategies for structural change.

We cannot stay silent as we watch the prison industry expand across this country at the expense of social justice and human rights for our young, the poor and people of color. This unprecedented shift in resources and priorities affects us all.  Inhumane prisons that condone abusive conditions must not be accepted as the norm.  Together we must confront our society’s tacit consent that it’s OK to throw people away, especially our young.

WE ARE ALL RELATED – WE ARE ALL CONNECTED

Indigenous wisdom teaches us that we are all related.  Internet technology shows we are all connected.  We live in a world with six degrees of separation. Neuroscientists have discovered that the same brain cells fire almost simultaneously in the observer and the observed, confirming what the Maya always have known: “ En La K’ech, Tu Eres Mi Otro Yo, You Are My Other Self.”  What happens to me happens to you.

It is in this spirit of connection that our group has come together to confront the unrelenting expansion of repressive and punitive policies towards people who have been or are now incarcerated in local, state and federal prisons. We live daily with mean-spirited policies of retribution intended to block rehabilitation despite having paid our debt to society as prescribed by law.  Instead of providing tools for people to rebuild lives and families, we are stigmatized and restricted at every turn from supports that are essential for making positive change. 

We believe that as men and women who have been incarcerated, we bring a unique and powerful perspective to discussions of social justice, community development and human rights.  With Homeland Security as a convenient cover, repressive laws are getting passed every day eroding basic rights for all who live in the United States.  Those of us who have been incarcerated are the first to feel the brunt of these repressive laws with their systematic discrimination.  Immigrants, whether citizens or not, are also under attack.  So are the poor and people of color.  We must build a new civil rights movement to resist this.  We have no choice.  

In partnership with others, we know we can make a difference but we need to be included as part of the solution. The Peace Development Fund (PDF) has been an exceptional partner in sharing resources and expertise with our community of activists and friends who have been formerly incarcerated. PDF has participated in our process with respect, helped to raise funds, and provided technical support.  We have identified allies as a priority in building our movement, and we are inviting the larger philanthropic community to join with us in a proactive partnership to build a more just society. 

This document provides recommendations in our own voices for how to build true partnerships between the philanthropic community and grassroots efforts like ours. We stand in the same circle together, each with unique contributions to offer.  We know we must work together if our collective vision for a better world is to be realized.  We offer this in the spirit of mutual assistance on how we can put into action social justice and human rights principles in our day-to-day work with each other.

WE ARE ALL AFFECTED

In a recent report by the Independent Sector and The Foundation Center, social justice philanthropy was defined as “the granting of philanthropic contributions to nonprofit organizations based in the United States and other countries that work for structural change in order to increase the opportunity of those who are the least well off politically, economically and socially.”  In their study, they found that the largest percent of grant dollars went for economic development. 

Our communities in crisis are poor and predominantly people of color   Hurricane Katrina revealed how poor communities are marginalized when disaster strikes.  For those of us who grew up in these communities, we know the disaster of poverty eating away at our families.  We also know the disproportionately high rates of incarceration our communities experience.  Go to any jail or prison and the faces will be predominantly black and brown.  Mass imprisonment is how our society is choosing to manage poverty and injustice.  

We offer the following data to highlight the scope and impact of incarceration.  We contend that there is no way to achieve structural and economic change in our communities without providing opportunities for those coming home from prisons to rebuild their lives.  There are too many of us to look the other way and the voices of the previously incarcerated need to be heard if real change is to take place.  This is a snapshot of our society’s current policies of retribution:

· In the year 2000, almost 6.5 million adults were under the supervision of the criminal justice system.  (Over 4.5 million were on probation or parole, and approximately 2 million were incarcerated, a rate triple what is was 20 years ago.) 

· Across the world, incarceration rates per 100,000 are between 55-120 for all persons held in prisons and local jails, with some nations lower and some higher.  The U.S. has the highest rate at 702 per 100,000 residents.  In 2000, American Indians and Alaska Natives, representing the smallest segment of the U.S. population, were incarcerated at a rate of 709 per 100,000, exceeded only by African-Americans with a rate of 1,815 per 100,000.

· Drugs accounted for almost one-half of the increase in state prison inmates between 1980 and 1990.  African-Americans constitute only 15% of all drug users, but account for 37% of those arrested and 48% of those incarcerated for drug offenses.

· Incarceration rates for women grew 600% between 1975 and 2000, with 66% of offenses related to drugs.

· Every single arrest results in a criminal record even if charges are later dropped; this record is permanent and easily accessible over the Internet.  A single arrest may mean loss of a job, a place to live, public benefits, even custody of one’s own children.

Parents and Families

· An estimated 56% of incarcerated adults are parents of minor children – 80% of all women incarcerated are mothers. 

· Nationally, 30% of women in prison were receiving welfare in the month prior to their arrest, and are likely to require public assistance after their release.

· In 2001, approximately 400,000 mothers and fathers finished serving prison or jail sentences and returned home, ready to rebuild their families.  

· In at least 25 states, statutes provide that a parent’s incarceration is grounds for termination of parental rights. The Adoption and Safe Families Act (1997) permanently terminates parental custody rights after a child has been in foster care for 15 of the most recent 22 months.  This law prohibits any further contact between parents and children, including letters, telephone contact, or visiting.  Because women’s prison sentences are usually longer than 15 months, many mothers are losing all contact with their children for life.

· The federal “Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996” imposed a lifetime ban on TANF and Food Stamps for people with felony drug convictions. In October 2004, California joined with 31 other states and the District of Columbia in modifying or totally rejecting the lifetime welfare and food stamps ban.

· Parents with certain types of ongoing problems with the criminal justice system (outstanding bench warrants, probation/parole violations) are ineligible for Food Stamps, SSI, or TANF until those problems are resolved.

· Work requirements for TANF or Food Stamps often conflict with court-ordered requirements: appointments with parole or probation officers, drug/alcohol rehabilitation programming, parenting classes, further court appearances.  Absences from welfare-to-work programs may result in dismissal from the program, termination of benefits, or other sanctions.

Children

· Over 10 million children in the United States have parents who were imprisoned at some point in their children’s lives. 

· Black children are nine times more likely than white children to have a parent in prison; Latino children are three times more likely to have a parent in prison than white children.   Children of parents in prison are 2 to 6 times more likely to go to prison than their peers.

· In a 1985 study at the University of Michigan, children of incarcerated parents showed symptoms of post-traumatic stress reaction.  Of the 5-16 year olds surveyed, 75% reported symptoms such as depression, difficulty sleeping or concentrating, or flashbacks to their parent’s crimes or arrests. 

· The Department of Justice estimated that an African American male child born in 1991 stood a 28% chance of going to prison someday.  When updated to being born in 2001, the African-American male child had an increased chance of 33% for going to prison someday.
Youth

· Despite actual declines in youth crime over the past decade, as reported by the U.S. Department of Justice, the public perceives youth violence at an all time high.  As referrals to juvenile court for serious crimes went down by more than 25% in the 1990s (robbery, aggravated assault, rape and homicide), referrals for “simple assault” rose by 128% (mostly fighting).  The criminalizing of youth results in incarceration for many involved in minor misbehaviors that years ago would have been dealt with informally.
· The number of youth being tried in adult criminal court for serious offenses is growing. Non-white youths are 8.2 times more likely than White youths to be sentenced by an adult court to imprisonment in a California Youth Authority facility.
· According to the Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice, California leads the nation in juvenile arrests and incarceration rates with a growing number of girls and a disproportionate number of youth of color.
· The California Youth Authority estimated in 2000 that 45% of males and 65% of females incarcerated in their system had mental health problems.  Additionally, 65% of all youth had substance abuse problems.  In 2001, only 11.5% passed the California High School Exit Exam. 
· In California, between 7/04 and 2/05, average daily parole caseload was 4,040 of which 2,781 or 68% were placed in violation during this same period.  This failure rate does not include youth who re-offend during their parole.
Employment:

· In most states, formerly incarcerated people are banned from employment in law, real estate, medicine, nursing, physical therapy, childcare facilities, home health care, and teaching.  Formerly incarcerated people are also excluded from many entry-level jobs that require insurance bonding such as security guards, cashiers, night janitors, and hotel housekeeping.

· In a recent survey, two-thirds of employers responded they would not knowingly hire a formerly incarcerated person for any job.  It is common practice for employers to require job applicants disclose whether they have been arrested or incarcerated. 

· Many state and local governments exclude people with criminal records from public employment, a ban that often continues to exclude them long after they have completed parole or probation requirements.  In Los Angeles, for example, any felony conviction will disqualify a person from public employment.
· Nationally, only about 20% of people on parole have full-time employment.  This means that significant numbers of formerly incarcerated people have no health insurance or access to other employment-related benefits.
Education:

· As part of its 1998 re-authorization of the Higher Education Act, Congress barred formerly incarcerated people with drug-related convictions from obtaining Pell Grants or student loans, which effectively results in a denial of higher education opportunities.  More than 43,000 college students faced possible denials of federal education aid in 2001 as a result of this ban.

Health:

· Health care inside prison is inadequate to non-existent.  For example, the California prison system denies treatment to prisoners with Hepatitis C, citing the expense of the community standard treatment. Although 70% to 85% of state prisoners have drug or alcohol abuse problems, only 13% receive treatment while they are in prison.

· Many people coming out of prison have chronic and serious diseases.  On a national scale, statistics from 1997 show 1.4 million individuals with Hepatitis C were released from prison, totaling 32% of the total population in the U.S. with Hepatitis C infection.  Individuals released that year also made up 25% of the 750,000 individuals in the U.S. with HIV/AIDS, and 2 out of every 5 people with tuberculosis.

Voting Rights:

· Ten states disenfranchise people with felony convictions from voting for life: Alabama, Delaware, Florida, Iowa, Kentucky, Mississippi, Nevada, Virginia, and Wyoming.

· In California, a person with a felony conviction cannot regain the right to vote until after she/he has completed their full sentence.  This means completion of parole and full payment of any fines or restitution fees, which often total thousands of dollars. 

· Nationally, more than 1.4 million Black men – a full 13% of the Black male population and a rate 7 times the average – are denied the right to vote.

Public Housing:

· One-strike evictions of whole families because of suspected criminal activity by one family member is now public housing policy.  In CA, over half the people on parole in urban areas wind up homeless, and two-thirds of the people released from prison go back within 3 years.

· To apply for affordable housing in a new East Palo Alto publicly financed housing development, applicants have to agree to criminal background checks.  No information is provided on what the search entails or how far back it will go.  For many residents in the neighborhood (predominantly African-American, Latino, and Pacific Islander), this appears as a backhanded way of achieving gentrification in one of the oldest African-American communities in California.

Immigrants:

· The 1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act resulted in immigrants becoming the fastest growing population in federal prisons.  In 1995, there were 8,177 immigrants detained by INS, and another 3,362 serving federal time for immigration offenses.  By 2000, these numbers had grown to 19,528 and 13,162 respectively.  Along with an additional 23,386 immigrants convicted of low-level drug and property offenses, the number of those held in federal prison rose to 56,076. 

· Since 9/11, legal and undocumented immigrants have fewer protections thanks to the Patriot Act. In addition, the Bush administration introduced a policy of summary and secret detentions targeting Arab and South Asian immigrants, often resulting in deportation without due process.
RECOMMENDED STRATEGIES

In Social Justice Grantmaking:  A Report on Foundation Trends, (prepared by Independent Sector and The Foundation Center), a number of strategies were highlighted as recommendations to strengthen the field.  These strategies were identified by grantmakers participating in the study.  We are using these recommendations as the framework from which to share our perspective on ways for the grantmaking community to work in an authentic partnership with our community of formerly incarcerated, and other grassroots communities.   (Recommended strategies from the report are in italics.)
1.  Expanding constituencies through broader dialogue, consultation, and audience-appropriate terminology:

As foundations look to expand their capacity to reach more people, include us in helping to design the dialogues, in setting the agenda instead of reacting to it.  Use us as consultants and experts who can bring access new constituencies and their ideas for creating lasting change. Do not tokenize us or anoint spokespersons on our behalf.  We are a diverse multicultural and multiethnic group of people with ties to the hidden subcultures of our communities.  A reliance on experts and consultants who are once removed from our realities does all our communities a disservice.  We end up missing critical information and connections, and design initiatives that miss the mark.

If we are to understand each other, we need to speak a common accessible language.  It is a good habit we all need to practice rather than falling back on distancing jargon to describe our shared realities.  We need to spend more time in conversations to educate each other, gain greater understanding of each other’s work, and begin to change hierarchical language to one that more accurately reflects our commitment to social justice.

To live social justice and human rights, hire a diverse workforce (including class and race) to help stay in touch with the realities of our communities.  If job applications for your organization include “The Box” (information about arrest and conviction records), remove this barrier to employment in your institution.  Lead by example. Give people the opportunity to demonstrate their capacities and talents by showing what they can do now, not first judging them by their past.   

2.  Coordinating strategic investments and working more closely with leaders of social justice organizations.

As foundations look for ways to leverage individual grants by collaborating together, we also encourage reaching out into the community to find grassroots partners with whom to collaborate. We all play a part in the larger movement for social justice.  As grassroots organizations, we have good information about our field and know the difference between who is for real and who talks the good line but avoids getting their hands dirty.  We know who touches people from the heart and who writes up impressive grants but has no rapport with the people they say they serve.  We are skilled and knowledgeable about the issues that affect us and know how to think strategically about where resources can make a real difference.  Replicate how the Fund for Non-Violence and the Funding Exchange included us in strategic planning for how to use philanthropic dollars to advance social justice.  It is not a conflict of interest to include those most directly affected to think through the most effective way to get the work done.  We need to live social justice principles in our relationships with each other and not replicate the construct of haves and have nots, those in the loop and those not. By attending our events, The Omnia Foundation has been able to see first hand the effects of our organizing work and the scope of need that exists.  This is a great way to strengthen relations and support grassroots work.   

Look to collective decision-making models for allocating funds.  Be innovative in who is invited to sit at the table to make these decisions.  Funders such as Peace Development Fund, North Star, Liberty Hill and Vanguard use community boards to bring funding decision-making closer to the front-lines.  This is a direct way to deal with the foundational dynamics of power, class and privilege within the philanthropic community. Many progressive foundations look for ways to promote community empowerment.  Getting communities involved at this level of participation in the decisions on where to spend money is a concrete action in the spirit of true empowerment. 

3.  Expanding long-term core operating support and investments in communications strategies among organizations in the field.

We are in this work for as long as it takes to achieve social justice.  Provide us with support to build our organizational capacity over the long-term, so we can get work done on the front-lines of organizing, including support for communicating, convening and strategizing with our colleagues across the country.  Multi-year core operating support is essential in building a sustainable movement – it frees small organizations from the distraction of endless rounds of fundraising (and living on the edge) so we can focus our skills on organizing, empowering, educating, advocating, rebuilding lives.  We need to keep our lights on and our phone lines open, we need to track our spending and pay decent salaries to our staff.  Social justice is about reinvesting in people and community.  The field should not tolerate poverty level wages for grassroots staff working in the movement. 

Create systems of communication with us, so we don’t feel we are on hold waiting for a handout, recipients standing in the philanthropic welfare line hoping we’ve filled out all the right forms and given the right answers.   Instead, let this be a vibrant partnership in which each of us is respected for bringing something of equal value to the table.  Return our phone calls.  Let us be innovative and move from abstract concepts to changing practice and taking action.  Together, we can create models that break through the power and class dynamics of money, which impede honest conversation and problem-solving.  We are people working towards the same ends, regardless of who holds the purse.  This is a real and important challenge to meet.  

Become partners in our cause to change the current social and political attitudes towards people who have been incarcerated.  In addition to helping us think through effective communication strategies to tell our stories, become advocates for our cause when we are not in the room.  Speak up for the inclusion of the formerly incarcerated in planning and policymaking, in conferences, in criminal justice discussions, in social justice strategizing retreats.  Remember to include us at the tables where our realities are being discussed.  Speak up for the families of the incarcerated, for the human rights of the incarcerated.

Resource sharing is not just about money being doled out.  As important to us is the use of a foundation’s clout and influence in advancing our cause, in helping us get into the rooms of influence to speak for ourselves.

4.  Demonstrating the value of their efforts more effectively.

In an effort to build capacity so we can tell our stories effectively, we have seen foundations get swept up in the jargon of evidence-based practices, results based accountability, process and outcome measures, and other academic and corporate terminology to measure success. Remember that cultural and class perspectives impact what people understand to be success, to be progress.  Preferred outcomes may differ.  As a group, we have experienced some of our greatest learning from failures in trying to meet our objectives. Together, we need to find ways to demonstrate how our work makes a difference, what we are learning.  We should not ask high-paid consultants to figure this out for us (or confuse us).  If we sit together and dialogue, we can come up with mutually useful ways to tell others what has changed because of our efforts.  Too often the most important changes cannot be quantified scientifically or documented in neat little boxes.

There may be technical skills we do not have, but we know how to find people with those skills to join us in getting the work done.  We understand the value of good technical support to free us to use our expertise to advance the agenda for social change.  It is important to give us the help we need and want, but not to determine for us what need without including us in the discussion.  As reported in the NNG NetworkNews article Criminal Justice Open Space, (2005) a group of funders meeting on this issue “discussed the challenges inherent in funding a movement whose leaders lack education and regular employment, and frequently endure racism.”  This analysis reinforces separation through condescension and stereotypes that are hurtful and disrespectful.   We can speak about our needs and challenges better than anyone else.  Our definition of education is broad and culturally grounded, extending well beyond school-based achievement.  With better funding, the leaders of this movement would have regular employment as activists.  We do not endure racism; we call it and confront it.  By including us in such discussions, assumptions and definitions would shift to be inclusive and in the end more useful in advancing social justice.
5.  Supporting field development by involving leaders, experts, and critics from other important fields.

We are an untapped resource that understands social justice from our core.  Use us.  We are experts in the grassroots realities of struggling against poverty, racism and corporate greed (i.e. prison industry).  We do not sit in offices behind a computer or telephone conducting research at arms length.  We do not send proxies out to do our surveys and run focus groups.  We are actively engaged with our communities in building a movement for social change.  We bring the wisdom learned by making mistakes. We carry the responsibility for those broken and behind bars to fuel our mission.  We are not victims. We are not an academic exercise.  We are a movement of people standing up for our rights.  We all have a role to play in bringing about structural change to equalize opportunities for those who are now pushed out of participating in this society’s political, social and economic process. Join us in our circle so that together we can get this work done!

Statistics cited are documented in miscellaneous research and in the following reports:  Life Sentences: Denying Welfare Benefits to Women Convicted of Drug Offenses, published by The Sentencing Project; Every Door Closed: Barriers Facing Parents with Criminal Records, published by the Center for Law and Social Policy; Will Employers Hire Ex-Offenders?  Employer Checks, Background Checks, and their Determinates, published by Berkeley Program on Housing and Urban Policy, University of California; Why Are We So Punitive? Some Observations on Recent Incarceration Trends, and Aftercare as Afterthought:  Reentry and the California Youth Authority, published by Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice; and additional information from the Foundation for National Progress and Not With Our Money.

Report prepared by Joanna.Uribe, cincopalms@aol.com, in collaboration with:

Nane Alejandrez – Barrios Unidos, (831) 457-8208, nane@barriosunidos.net
Susan Balbas – Peace Development Fund, (206) 784-0818, sbalbas@earthlink.net
Yvonne Cooks – CA Coalition for Women Prisoners/All of Us or None, (415) 255-7036 ext. 316, yvonne@womenprisoners.org
Linda Evans – All of Us or None, (415) 255-7036 ext. 311, linda@prisonerswithchildren.org

George Galvis – Youth In Focus, (510) 251-9800 ext. 302, sfsapo@msn.com

Paul Haible – Peace Development Fund, (413) 256-8306 ext. 103, paul@peacefund.org

Kazu Haga – Peace Development Fund, (413) 256-8306 ext. 109, kazu@peacefund.org

Dorsey Nunn – All of Us or None, (415) 255-7036 ext. 312, dorsey@prisonerswithchildren.org

O.T. Quintero – Barrios Unidos, (831) 457-8208, ot@barriosunidos.net

Tina Reynolds – WORTH (Women On the Rise Telling Her Story), (718) 637-6587, treynolds@osborneny.org

Marlene Sanchez – Center for Young Women’s Development, (415) 703-8800 ext. 1001, marlene@cywd.org

*Since 2002, the Peace Development Fund has facilitated three round table conversations with over 100 criminal justice activists from around the country.  This report represents the collaborative work and thinking of each and every participant, as well as other key allies who were not present at those gatherings.    

Please join us during this year’s NNG conference for a panel discussion and small group work facilitated by the activists listed above.

The New Civil Rights: Building Sacred Relationships with Formerly Incarcerated Organizers

Tuesday, October 11th, 10:30 A.M.

Saltspring Room
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