Page 4

continued J from front

ment rate has grown more than three
times the rate of the national aver-
age in the last decade, locking up an
estimated 14,000 inmates.

“What does that say about us as
a people?” said Clariner Boston,
executive director of Better People,
a Portland non-profit whose mis-
sionis to reduce recidivismand help
individuals with legal histories adapt
back into the community.

With Oregon’s Legislature now
in session, the topic of debate has
sparked a movement and new bills
that consider the costs of sentenc-
ing—>both in terms of money and
human life.

Better People held a public edu-
cational forum on the issue last week
at the Multnomah Public Defender’s
Office where a panel and Former
Chief Justice Paul De Muniz, chair
of the Public Safety Commission,
discussed ways to implement
changes in state sentencing laws.

Panelists included Multnomah,
Clackamas and Marion county dis-
trict attorneys and representatives
of the city’s Mental Health and
Addiction Services and the Depart-
ment of Community Justice.

Justice De Muniz opened with
the matter-of-fact statement: “There
is no money.” A modern prison in
Madras, Ore., which cost the state
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$120 million to build in 2008 and was
meant to house 1,228 inmates, sits
empty without funds to run it.

Oregon taxpayers now spend
more than $1.3 billion each bien-
nium to pay for corrections, ac-
cording to the commission’s re-
port. The state projects prisons to
continue to grow, filling beds with
mostly nonviolent offenders and
costing taxpayers an extra $600
million dollars.
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nearly half, failed on probation or
post-prison supervision.”

Had the former inmates been en-
rolled incommunity corrections pro-
grams, the cost to supervise an in-
dividual would be $12 a day as op-
pose to $85 a day of incarceration.

Justice De Muniz cited a need for
“robust re-entry programs” to de-
crease the recidivism rate across
Oregon, save money, and “get a
return on human capital.”
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haviors?” she said. “Why are drugs
so prevalent? Mental illness has
become more of an issue every day.
I wonder if we punish people if they
have a problem by which they have
very little control.”

Boston says many people enter
the criminal justice system as inex-
perienced youth. When they should
be learning skills and getting jobs,
they are getting 5 to 10 years in jail,
often for nonviolent crimes.

¢ Why are drugs so prevalent? Mental
iliness has become more of an issue every
day. I wonder if we punish people if they
have a problem by which they have very

little control.

Oregon offenders are also stay-
ing longer in prison today than they
have ever in the last decade, said the
report. Meanwhile resources for
community corrections programs
and treatment have shrunk.

Echoing recommendations from
the commission’s report, Justice De
Muniz said, “We need reinvest-
ment.” On any given day, he said,
“Of 14,000 prisoners, 46 percent,
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— Clariner Boston, executive director of Better People *

Troubled by the statistics, and
working on behalf of formerinmates
struggling to turn their lives around
after prison, Boston argues harsher
and lengthier sentencing do not al-
ways eradicate crime. She says that
we need to look at the roots of the
problems among those who commit
crime instead of to punishment.

“What are the real problems that
are supporting those kinds of be-
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name.

‘Make an appointment and come by to see
us in our Eastbank office and Tabor office.

“How is that serving the indi-
vidual, their families or society in
general?” said Boston. “When
people are young they make poor
decisions, but unfortunately those
consequences follow them for the
rest of their lives—in terms of hous-
ing, employment and even, social-
ization.”

At the forum, a defense attorney
spoke of a 15-year-old client who

was sentenced to 70 months in jail
for a crime he committed. He
said, “His case is one of thou-
sands we are paying for in long-
term sentencing.”

The attorney called forareturnto
discretionary sentencing, where a
judge can decide to issue whatever
sentence they believe fits the crime.

When asked how $600 million
of taxpayer’s money could be
better spent, panelist Jean
Dentinger, Multnomah County
diversion court manager, said
she looked to community pro-
grams as a good alternative to
incarceration.

Other panelists agreed that fund-
ing evidence-based programs, like
Better People, will help people stay
out of prison.

“We know that a large percent-
age of people that are incarcerated
and released, return [to prison]
within three years,” said Boston.

Better People offers counsel-
ing and employment readiness-
programs for the formerly con-
victed. Other treatment programs
focus on recovery, mental health,
and housing.

Boston was studying for her
Masters Degree in Business Ad-
ministration when she got inter-
ested in criminology, particularly
the statistics which show the dis-
proportionate number of people in
prison without means—minorities
and people who are poor.

“Itis not something you can turn
your back on,” said Boston. “It im-
pacts you personally and your tax
dollars.”
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