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hen former Governor Edmund G. Brown signed
legislation in 1976 to change the purpose of
incarceration from rehabilitation to punishment,

California’s prison population hovered at 25,000. Since
then, numerous sentencing enhancements have been
signed into law. In 1994, California voters passed the harsh-
est “three strikes” law in the country following the mur-
der of Polly Klaas. Our state built 22 new prisons, and the
prison population has swollen to over 166,000. According
to the Legislative Analyst’s Office, the number of prison-
ers 50 years old and older grew from 5,500 in 1994 to
16,300 in 2004. Barring a change in the law, the first of
7,500 third-strikers currently serving 25-year-to life
sentences will not be eligible for a parole hearing until
2014. Only 44 percent of second and third strikers are
serving lengthy prison sentences for serious or violent
offenses. (California currently has 35,000 second-strikers
serving prison sentences.)

The aging prison population has triggered a crisis in
prison health care. Some prisons are beginning to resemble
secured nursing facilities. Due to a shortage of doctors
and nurses willing to work in correctional facilities, a fed-
eral judge recently put California’s prison health care
under federal receivership and has ordered pay increases
for prison doctors and nurses. The cost to fix health care
could run into the billions of dollars and is certain to
increase as the prison population ages.

In addition to harsher prison sentences, a November
2003 report by the Little Hoover Commission found that

Families of prisoners: an
underutilized correctional resource

Artwork by Dicky Samano, California Correctional Institution, Tehachapi,
CA, winner of the 2005 Holiday Art Competition. Used with permission.
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Voices of victims of crime
The emotional trauma crime victims and their fami-

lies endure robs them of their confidence and security,
leads to anger and frustration and contributes to the
erosion of public trust. The criminal justice system’s
response to crime emphasizes punitive measures that
usually fail to address their emotional and physical
suffering. As a result, crime victims are re-victimized
and become demoralized.

Earlier this year, the Coalition for Effective Public
Safety (CEPS), of which FCL is a member, sponsored
Assembly Bill 505 by Mark Leno (D-San Francisco).
The bill requires that parolees convicted of non-violent
offenses be released from parole supervision after one
year of continuous good behavior. California is the only
state which extends parole supervision for three years.
The Department of Finance estimated that this would
save the State $59.5 million per year and CEPS pro-
posed that a portion of the savings be used to provide
wraparound services for parolees.

In addition to FCL and CEPS, AB 505 was sup-
ported by a broad range of political interests, includ-
ing the ACLU and the prison guards union. It passed
the Assembly Public Safety Committee and sailed
through the Assembly Appropriations Committee. When
AB 505 went to the Assembly Floor, Crime Victims
United (a crime victims group) sent out a misleading
floor aler t stating that the bill would require the
release of murderers and rapists. The bill received only
29 votes, 12 short of the number required to advance
to the Senate.

Many crime survivors are saying that vengeance
does not solve their problem. While vengeance is a
natural human reaction to tragedy, some survivors
reject the notion that the value of their loved one’s life
is determined by the amount of retribution exacted by
the state. Some are seeking creative ways to prevent
crime like providing more mental health treatment,
reaching out to at-risk youth and promoting sensible
firearm regulations. There is no single voice that speaks
for all victims of crime.

Ninety-five percent of prisoners will return to their
communities; therefore, it is in the interest of every-
one to support legislation like AB 505 to promote suc-
cessful re-entry and crime prevention. To do so is to
improve public safety, a goal shared by all.��

Jim Lindburg <JimL@fclca.org>

Pat Hardy, Luis Frias of the Alternatives to
Violence Program at the FCL Annual Din-
ner in Berkeley.  All photos by Denise Lindburg

much of the growth in the prison population is fueled by
revocations of parole, mostly for technical violations that
would be better handled by making use of drug treatment,

mental health
treatment, coun-
seling, elec-
tronic monitor-
ing and use of
day reporting
centers. Most
importantly, the
C o m m i s s i o n
blamed our
state’s failure to
prepare prison-
ers for success-
ful re-entry into
society during
the time they

are incarcerated for our state’s staggering prison costs.
The unintended consequences of stiffer sentencing

along with the de-emphasis on rehabilitation that began
in the 1970s are coming
home to roost. California
now spends over $7 billion
per year for corrections,
more than spending for the
University of California and
California State University
combined, at an annual
average cost of $33,600 per
prisoner. After age 25, the
likelihood of re-offending
begins to drop dramatically
while the cost of incarcera-
tion begins to rapidly rise
due to the increased need
for health care. In contrast, it costs about $16,000 per
year to attend the University of California, all expenses,
room and board included.
Sea change in corrections?

In 2004, Governor Schwarzenegger signed AB 854
by Assembly Member Paul Koretz (D-Hollywood) to rees-
tablish rehabilitation’s place in incarceration. As part of
the governor’s California Performance Review, the Cali-
fornia Department of Corrections (CDC) became the

“The Little Hoover
Commission blamed
our state’s failure to
prepare prisoners for
successful re-entry
into society during
the time they are
incarcerated for our
state’s staggering
prison costs.”
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Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR).
The newly reorganized department recently awarded UC
Irvine $1.95 million over three years to create The Center

for Evidence-Based Corrections. That CDCR wants evi-
dence-based corrections policies is encouraging. Perhaps
no area of public policy has been more adversely affected
by politics than the criminal justice system in recent times.

It remains to be seen, however, if the Legislature,
under intense pressure from the prison guards union, crime
victims groups and the law-enforcement lobby, has the
political fortitude to make meaningful changes. Until the
Legislature provides funding for rehabilitation and is will-
ing to make more use of alternatives to incarceration, these
developments are arguably symbolic. CDCR routinely
re-appropriates funding for programming and education
in order to cover operating deficits. Funding for prison
education is further jeopardized by recent increases in the
number of prisoners with new commitments and the grow-
ing costs of health care. Governor Schwarzenegger vetoed
AB 561 by Assembly Member Cindy Montañez (D-San
Fernando) that would have created a Superintendent for
Prison Education with control over the funding for prison
education.
Families trapped in the net

“Having a son behind bars will turn your world upside
down,” said an FCL supporter whose son is incarcerated.
Political power follows the path of least resistance, and in
the crime du jour, prison-building frenzy of the last two
decades, the family connection, while not forgotten
entirely, has been neglected by the criminal justice sys-
tem. Former Governor Ronald Reagan signed legislation
allowing prisoners to earn the privilege of overnight fam-
ily visits. Since then, however, overnight family visits have

Pat Hardy, Jim Lindburg, Assembly Member Mark Leno, Nick
and Amanda Wilcox at the FCL Annual Dinner in Berkeley.

FCL Statewide Executive Clerk Margaret
Mossman, Mark Leno, Steve Birdlebough,
FCL Education Fund Chair at the FCL
Annual Dinner in Berkeley.

been eliminated except for the families of prisoners who
have a parole date. This year, Assembly Member Chuck
Devore (R-Irvine) introduced AB 212 in the most recent
legislative attempt to eliminate overnight family visits
entirely. FCL was among the op-
ponents who helped to defeat
the bill in the Assembly Public
Safety Committee.

There are numerous other
examples of unfriendly family
legislation in recent times. In
2003, then-Republican Minority
Leader Jim Brulte (R-Rancho
Cucamonga) introduced SB 206 to create a pilot program
to do away with quarterly packages sent to prisoners
directly from family members. SB 206 was sponsored by
the prison guards union and was defeated in the Senate
Public Safety Committee. The prison guards union claimed
that quarterly packages sent from home were the source
of 85 percent of the drugs coming into Pelican Bay State
Prison. In 1999, at a hearing of the Joint Prison Construc-
tion and Operations Committee, CDCR was unable to sub-
stantiate this claim. Despite the failure of SB 206, in 2004
CDCR elimi-
nated quar-
terly pack-
ages sent di-
rectly from
family mem-
bers and
now requires
them to pur-
chase goods
from ven-
dors. Per-
s ona l i z ed
gifts from
home and
the ability of
family members to take advantage of retail sales discounts
are now a thing of the past.  Furthermore, deductions
from a prisoner’s trust account are scheduled to go up
to 50 percent for deposit into the state’s Restitution
Fund.  Families who send money to enable their loved
ones to make purchases from the prison canteen will have
to send in $2 for every dollar for their family member
behind bars.

“Having a son
behind bars will
turn your world
upside down.”

– FCL supporter and
prisoner’s father


