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Office estimates that the initiative would raise partici-
pation in preschool from the current 65 percent to 70
percent. At a price tag of $2.4 billion, it would arguably
make more sense to direct scarce resources to those
4-year-olds who are currently unable to attend preschool.

FCL is also uncomfortable with “ballot box budget-
ing” which reduces the Legislature’s ability to deal with
fiscal shortfalls. Universal preschool would be funded
outside of the normal budget process in which legisla-
tors must weigh competing priorities in a deliberative
setting. Moreover, should Proposition 82 pass, chang-
ing it would be extremely difficult and would require
additional amendments to the state Constitution. The
initiative’s impacts on other government programs,
should the revenues raised by the income tax surcharge
fail to fund the program, are unclear.

Though the initiative sets aside funds for an operat-
ing reserve and allows the Legislature to impose a fee
on parents in the event of a fiscal emergency, an analy-
sis by the California Budget Project indicates that there
is no mechanism for funding the program if the Legisla-
ture fails to enact the parent fee. Local programs would
still be required to provide access and meet program
standards regardless of the level of funding they receive.
Enacting the parent fee would require approval by
two-thirds of the Legislature.

Still, Proposition 82 is consistent with our concern
for equal opportunity and universal education. The Rand
study indicates that for every dollar invested in preschool,
the state would save $2.62 due to increased productiv-
ity, less repetition of K-12 classes and reduced costs
associated with crime. FCL also supports progressive
taxation, though it is also argued that proceeds from
raising the top tax rates should go into the state’s Gen-
eral Fund to help fund all government services.

FCL supporters will recall that we supported Propo-
sition 63 which increased taxes on the wealthiest
Californians to provide services to the state’s
mentally ill. Both Proposition 63 and Proposition 82
are examples of ballot-box-budgeting, but beyond that,
their similarities are less clear. California’s mentally ill
population had been neglected by the Legislature for
decades while the overwhelming share of Proposition
82 funds will subsidize children who already attend
preschool. While we support the goals of Proposition
82, there are definite problems with its implementation
that voters should weigh carefully. FCL makes NO
RECOMMENDATION.

—Jim Lindburg <JimL@fclca.org>

Searching for hope behind the walls

Donovan Correctional Facility. Nestled in the bucolic

Otay Mesa area southeast of San Diego and just north
of the U.S.-Mexican border, the prison’s pastoral setting
belies the human despair and toil that takes place
inside the perimeter of its lethal fence. R.J. Donovan
was constructed in 1987, and its appearance barely
resembles the older prisons like Folsom and San Quentin
with their huge concrete walls and impressive main gates.
R.J. Donovan represents the newer generation of pris-
ons with layers of chain-link fences topped with razor
wire surrounding prison yards and gray concrete pods
where prisoners are housed. Our visit was part of an
interfaith delegation organized by the Los Angeles Arch-

I did not know what to expect when | visited the R.J.

diocese that included about 20 priests and ministers
from various denominations. Jim Lindburg and I repre-
sented FCL.

First, we met with Warden Robert Hernandez.
He seemed to live up to his reputation as a careful
and sensitive man who knew and had control of what
was happening in his prison. Hernandez indicated that
the Donovan state prison was a 24-hour city housing
approximately 5,000 of the 170,000 people locked up
inside California state prisons. About half of Donovan
has been converted to a “reception center,” where pris-
oners are incarcerated for three to eight months to be
tested and assessed for transfer to the prison where
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Searching for hope behind the walls (continued from page 3)

they will serve their sentence. The other half will stay
there for the length of their term, with 250 prisoners
serving life sentences. Donovan’s budget is currently
$150 million per year out of California’s total correc-
tions budget of $7.4 billion dollars.

As this was an interfaith group, much of the discus-
sion centered on the spiritual needs of prisoners. The
prison staff includes Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, and
Muslim chaplains. In addition, volunteers work with the
chaplains to provide spiritual counseling to prisoners.
Major complaints by prisoners and volunteers centered
on the canceling of religious services, closed chapels,
and limited access to religious services. The first reason
given for these problems is the lack of correctional of-
ficers. From our perspective, it's not that our prisons
are under staffed; rather, it is because our state makes
too much use of incarceration. From the Department of
Corrections and Rehabilitation’s point of view, Donovan
and the other state prisons are currently understaffed
and many of the correctional officers work 60-plus hours
per week. State law requires that prisoners receive a
minimum of 10 hours of exercise time outdoors per week.
Prison staff told us that most prisoners get more time
in the yard than the minimum requirement, but Jim
talked to prisoners double-bunked inside the day room
of the reception center who said they had not been
outdoors in a week. It appears that discrepancies
between correctional staff and prisoners are common
and it is often difficult to pinpoint the truth.

When there are not enough correctional officers on
duty, “non-essential” services are routinely canceled.
Some cancellations appear to be arbitrary, done at the
last minute, often without explanation. Individual cor-
rectional officers may overrule any schedule. Warden
Hernandez listened to the issues presented and indi-
cated a strong support for a religious presence at
R.J. Donovan and said he would assist in making
religious services more accessible.

Next we toured the prison, visiting the various prison
yards and talking with prisoners and correctional offic-
ers. Imagine spending one, five, 15 or more years locked
up with nothing to do but eat, sleep, watch TV. Despite
the programs listed on the prison’s website, including

auto body repair and refinishing, auto mechanics, cabi-
net making, dry cleaning, graphic arts and printing,
machine shop, office equipment electronics, small
engine repair, upholstery and welding programs,
Warden Hernandez told us that the programs had closed
down a few years ago due to budget cuts. No school
programs beyond basic literacy, studying for the
GED, and pre-release English programs were readily
available.

Five thousand men are spending idle years without
learning any skills that will help them when they are
released. Five thousand men will eventually join the
statistics for prisoners released from California Prisons:
70 percent of released prisoners are back behind bars
within three years. What a waste!

After talking with a number of prisoners and cor-
rectional officers in the various cellblocks and yard
areas, our group visited the minimum security ward.
After speaking with some of the prisoners | had a long
talk with one of the correctional officers. We both agreed
that the missing element is hope. There are too few
programs that give the prisoners hope for a successful
crime-free and productive future. All they have to look
forward to is leaving the prison with a criminal record,
few or outdated job skills, and, for some, little or no
family support. What is left are the same activities and
drug use that sent them to prison in the first place and
a broken parole system that waits for them to mess up.

It's not that no one cares. Warden Hernandez
stressed that a crew of 1,300 local volunteers come to
the prison to offer religious education, substance abuse
programs, and workshops such as the Alternatives to
Violence Project and restorative justice programs. Some
come weekly, others less often, depending on the project
and conditions at the prison. While these programs are
very important for those who participate, too few
opportunities are available for the majority of prisoners
and programs are frequently canceled for security
reasons or a lack of correctional staff.

As | left the prison | realized that the prisoners and
correctional officers are trapped in a system that doesn’t
work for anyone. Incarcerating people for years with



FCL NEWSLETTER, May/June 2006

the expectation that they will ultimately return to prison
does violence to prisoners and correctional staff.
Ultimately it dehumanizes all of us.

The only glimmer of hope I received during our visit
was during Warden Hernandez’ discussion of the prison’s
participation in a

is no accountability for success, only for failure. All
accountability is on the shoulders of the prisoner. These
men and women will spend three, five, or 10 years in
prison with no education, no job, no vocational train-
ing, and no re-entry counseling. They will be paroled
with $200 and a bus pass to return to a family, commu-

pilot program au-
thorized by Senate
Bill 618 (Jackie
Speier, D., San
Mateo), which was
signed into law
by Governor
Schwarzenegger
last year. SB 618
increases local
government’s par-
ticipation in assess-
ing prisoner’s needs
and providing ser-
vices tailored to in-
dividual prisoners
convicted of non-
violent felonies that

would promote
their successful re-
entry into the community. San Diego County was one
of two counties that volunteered to participate. Upon
sentencing, a plan would be made for the offender out-
lining his sentence, treatment, literacy and vocational
needs, and a re-entry program for successful integra-
tion into the community.

Photo by Brian Vura-Weis

During my eighteen years as a Special Education
teacher, | participated in the development of hundreds
of annual Individual Education Plans (IEP’s) for stu-
dents. Students’ academic and non-academic skills were
assessed and individual plans for educational and other
services were developed. Specific goals were established
and monitored over the plan-year and adjustments were
made in the next annual IEP. The parents, student,
administrator, teacher, and support staff were present
and participated in the plan development. While not
perfect, this system provided a framework for account-
ability for everyone involved.

Under our present penal system in California, there

nity and economy that have changed during their incar-
ceration. In addition, they will look forward to three
years of parole during which the smallest slip-up could
put them back in prison on a parole violation.

One of SB 618’s stated goals is “to better enable
parolees to become contributing members of society.”
Furthermore, “The Department of Corrections and
Rehabilitation, to the extent feasible, shall provide to
the offender all programs pursuant to the court’s
recommendation.” We can hope that SB 618 will be
fully implemented, that plans and programs will be suc-
cessful and that the agencies and individuals involved
will collaborate to design and implement these programs
with the understanding that each prisoner is a special
human being in need of assistance to become a produc-
tive member of the community.

— Brian Vura-Weis, BrianVW@fclca.org
Brian is FCL's new Development and
Outreach Coordinator.



