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Distinguished.Assembiy Chairs, Committee Members other Elected Officials, Policy Experts,
| Advocates and Community Leaders represented at today s much-needed public hearing on the
35t Anmversary of the Rockefeller Drug Laws, ‘

Thank you for creating this opportunity and for allowing ICARE to testify. We applaud you for
your vision and leadership in listening to the communities’ voice on the Rockefeller-era Drug

Laws, which in our current social and economic situation do more harm than good.

I come today to speak from my own eiperienee as the Acting Director of the Interfaith Coalition
of Advocates for Reentry and Employment, an organization of faith communities, partnering
‘with direct service providers and policy organizations. Together, we advocate for the
Restoration of Righis of formerly ineercerat.ed women and men through reform in law and
_policy. We also support cemmuniti_es of faith in outreach to people in prison through a pastoral
mﬁﬁstry—meﬁtoring program we call “Circles of Care”. In a “circle”, 3-5 members of the |
congregation build a relationshiﬁ with an incarcerated person and welcome that person home,
continuing pastoral support through the fraglle period of readjustment to life as a partlc1patmg
* member of the community; ' _
A person faces many barriers to employment, heusin_g, education and reunification with family

and community after prison.

What drew me to th;s work from a life as an educator artist, parent and active cltlzen in Tribeca

for many years was my faIth and personai experience.

Forty years ago, in 1968 my awareness honed by the Civil Rjghts Movereent 1 had a summer
job in the Youth House, a detentlon center for young women under 16 years old on then Welfare
Is}and (now Roosevelt Island). In those three months of working as a day counselor in the dorm
with 15 — 20 girls who were a little ~younger in'years but for the most part smarter ahd wiser than
I W‘as, I saw up close, the conte:»& for the statistics and reports that seem to be coming out daily
(at least this week!) about the relationship of poverty, race and incarceration in this eountry.

In most cases, these girls were in detention for mindr issues -- in some instenees simply truancy —

or being in the wrong place at the wrong time. In most cases it was because of a Jack of
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supervisidn and guidance, whether because of both parehts working, newly immigrated families
or parents with various disabilities. These were the intelligent, cﬁ:ious children of those —
families, who could not bear to sit in front of the TV all day, went out into their nezghborhoods
and got into trouble. They could read the library books I brought i ina smgle afternoon. They
taught me a lot. One of them - Alice - told me I could not ever touch her because of the physwal

abuse she had endured.

This spring 2008 I had the privilege of going to Albany with the Coalition for Women Prisoners.
‘The formerly incarcerated women on my lobby team could have been the grown up vérsion of
those giﬂs in the Youth House. In such a vast number _of cases they were brilliant WOmén who
‘to.ld stories of lives of self-medication and substance abuse and/or defending themselves in

abusive relationships.

Thirty years later, in 1998, I énded up in Family Court with a ﬁﬁecn-year-old son Wlio, ina
normally rebellious phase of life had decided that drugs, not sports or academic achievement,
would be the Vehicle_for-proving his toughnesé in his ascent to manhood. He bought drugs easily-
‘on the sidewalk in front of his elite public high school and with friends proceeded fo be in the
wrong place at the wrong time, provoked thé notice of some police officers and because he had
hesitated about taking fhe drugs he had bought was found with them in his pocket and arrested.
Later at an appearance before probation personnel and told that what they had found in his
pocket could merit charging him, he (in my grantedly maternal, opinion) showed nelther _
| confrition nor wisdom; a pretty typlcal teenager. At his court appearance, two young lawyers
took us aside and told us that they had decided not to chérge him, fi‘o this moment I wonder if
that would have been the outcome if I had been my African-American friend, Toni with her

precious teenage son. -

Two studies were issued this week detailing the racial bias in drug arrests and convictions. In the |
" years following that incident my sont got more heavily involved with drugs before he shook off a
serious addiction through a variety of I individual and group treatments and a lot of love over

several years. He finished college and has been in recovery since 2003,
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| I tell these stories to put a human face on the issue. I am told that in the co'mjts'of law ond
opinion law enforcement often presents itself as the moral crosader against the evil drug user/
lawbreaker. I am sure there are instance where that apphes but in my work first as a member of
- aprison mlmstry at Tnmty Churcl/ Wall Street and now as'a representatlve of ICARE ]

mterfalth coalition I have only found md1v1duals not “classes” or “categories”.
_ ; :

| I am _not talking about “enabiing crime”, I am- talking about approaches fo pubi_ic safety that can
and doeé Work} those that are premised on respect between people, When the sobtext of “public
safety” is protecting “some of us” from “the rest of us” whether it is dlscnmmatlon based on
class, eﬂunczty, age, gender sexual orientation or ab,hty, we cannot Pxp ctto find comfort, |

peace or secunty

We know the data about percentages and ratios of population to who is locked up in Now York
State. (That Black and Latino persons are 31% of the state populatlon but 80% of the prison
populatlon) We know that although they may not hiave been incarcerated directly for drug-
related cr;mes 72% of New York State’s pnsoners reported substance abuse issues. We know
that the more educated a person is, the less likely he or she will go to prison or return to prison
after release, BUT, m New York State between 1985 and 2000 spending on education docreésed
by --25%, while spending on prisons increased by +137%. We know that New York City |
schools and neighborhood's are more sogrogated by ethhioity and class today than they were

~ when Brown Vs, the anrd of Bducation was decided. Investment in our citizens, Whethor
through opportunities for education and'employm‘ent- or in troating disabling health conditions

- like drug gddiction make economic sense. Prisons cost more person per year than private -

schools!

1 am called to do the work of ICARE and to speak here today to advocate for a second chance for
those commg out of prison andfor addmtlon by may faith ITam Epzscopahan, a parishioner just
' down the strect at Trinity Church/ St. Paul’s Chapel, so, asan Anglican AIChblShOp from South
Afrlca Dosmond Tutu, has said so clearly — from our faith perspective “God loves All, All, All.”
—Not Just the good, the law abiding, the prosperous, the powerful —but ALL — most deartly, the -

children in detention without good schools or ‘enough love and food to eat, the young men -
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without jobs or"()pportuni'ties to prove to their families, their soéiety ai;d most importantly,

themselves, that they are worthy of community respect and love,

I cannot live truly as a Christian if T do not care for the difficulties of my sisteré and brothers, if I
do not seek to affirm the God gwen dignity in each of these, if I do not attempt to shift the

' ,paradlgm from one of oppresswn and pumshment to one of restoration, rehablhtatlon
accountabﬂlty and reconciliation, if I do not look mto that “burning bush” and see the scourge of -
substance abuse and self-medication in our society as inextricably lmked with poverty, racism
and the resultant lack of HOPE. Accerding to Muslim, Christian and Jewish belief, we humans
a_re made in the i 1magc_3 of God and when humans are denigrated, humiliated and persecuted, the

. sanctity of huxﬁaﬁ life is threatened everywhere. Our only calling is to Zikkun Ofam’ — repair of
the world. Without hope there is nothing but desperanon and as long as there are those who are

desperate — no one of us is safe

S0 1t is through efforts smali like our Circles of Care, and large, like this effort to reframe the

_ conversatlon around substance abuse and to bnng our laws up to date w1th what we now know
sment;ﬁcally, from one of punishment and law-enforcement to one of health and well=being -

“through treatment and support. It is then tha;t we will ﬁﬁd a respectful, loving relationship to

~ evenour most neglected and powerless neighbor and thus our God, as well as the right answers |

to policies-and treatments to create justice and safety fbr_ all in our time.
_Thank you for the opportunity to present at today’s hearing. The Interfaith Coalition of

Advocates for Reentry and Employment looks forward to partnering with you to advance this

important issue.
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