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Foreword: A Call to Act

by Fred Davie, President, Public/Private Ventures

The prison crisis is greater than ever, but so is our will to solve it.

The US incarcerates a greater percentage of our citizens than any other country—while we have only 5 per-
cent of the world’s population, we have almost a quarter of the world’s prisoners.! Being the world’s leader in
incarceration is a dubious distinction indeed, and the churning in and out of prisons and jails undermines
programs established to lift up low-income communities, makes cities less safe and adds to the taxpayer bur-
den. If we don’t implement solid strategies to help get former prisoners back on their feet, most will end up
back behind bars.

Thankfully, some of our nation’s leaders are beginning to take important steps toward addressing reen-
try issues, and mayors are leading the charge. This leadership was made clear on February 28, 2008, when
150 mayors and city leaders, funders, academics and practitioners from more than 20 cities joined us at a
national summit convened to tackle the challenges posed by prison and jail reentry. Because most inmates
come from—and return to—urban neighborhoods, it is city lawmakers who witness the devastating toll of
mass imprisonment and recidivism most vividly. The experiences and ideas that they shared at the Summit
inspired and informed this report.

Many states have also begun to make progress on the issue, and there is momentum at the federal level as
well, evidenced by the April 9, 2008, signing of the Second Chance Act. This legislation authorizes a new
stream of funding for reentry programs and was finally passed, thanks to years of hard work by a bipartisan
group of lawmakers in Washington.

These are promising developments, and we must seize the moment to push for further reforms.

Our goal should be to cut the national recidivism rate in half by 2012 by ensuring that formerly incarcerated
people have access to the resources they need to successfully reintegrate into society. Urban policymakers
need to make reentry a long-term priority: Cities should learn from one another’s experiences, partner with
the right groups, work for change at the state and federal level, and invest in research to ensure reentry pro-
grams’ effectiveness.

While America is a proud leader in many things, let’s make sure incarceration is no longer one of them.



2 From Options to Action: A Roadmap for City Leaders to Connect Formerly Incarcerated Individuals to Work

n February 28, 2008, a group of 150
mayors, city leaders, funders, academics and practi-
tioners from more than 20 cities gathered to share
effective strategies for connecting formerly incarcer-
ated individuals to work.? The same day the Mayors
Summit on Reentry and Employment convened
in New York, The Pew Charitable Trusts released
a sobering new report on incarceration rates that
gained media attention across the nation: “For the
first time, more than one in every 100 adults is now
confined in an American jail or prison.”

This year, some 750,000 men, women and teens will
return from state and federal facilities—and many
more from city and county jails nationwide—most
to already fragile communities, with few social sup-
ports, job leads or marketable skills. Not surpris-
ingly, the number who end up back behind bars is
staggering, and this cycling in and out of prisons
and jails takes a heavy toll on the American public.
Taxpayers currently spend over $60 billion per year
on corrections. But the costs are not all financial:
High recidivism rates strain already vulnerable
urban communities by creating crime and safety
issues, damaging families and proliferating an inter-
generational cycle of crime.

Mayors Summit on Reentry and Employment, February 28, 2008.

While the costs of incarceration are spread across
local, state and federal governments, cities bear the
brunt of the expense for policing struggling com-
munities. People returning from jails and prisons are
concentrated in urban neighborhoods—for example,
in 2001 almost 60 percent of prisoners released in
Maryland returned to Baltimore City,* and last year
approximately 65 percent of parolees in New York
State resided in New York City.?

In light of this reality, city leaders have begun to
address reentry at the municipal level, developing
new collaborative approaches to curbing recidivism.
This report was inspired by discussions about these
promising strategies that took place at the Mayors
Summit, as well as P/PV’s experience in the reen-
try field and a review of relevant literature. It is
meant to provide a framework for reentry efforts
and includes guidance for cities in early plan-

ning phases as well as those implementing more
advanced strategies. The report presents six practi-
cal steps for achieving a more coordinated, compre-
hensive approach to reentry at the city level:
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1. Getting the Lay of the Land. The planning phase
of any citywide reentry initiative involves crucial
early steps: reviewing pertinent research; identi-
fying reentry stakeholders; evaluating areas and
populations most in need; leveraging mayoral
support; and developing a strong messaging
platform to build political will and momentum
for reentry efforts. These steps will create a solid
foundation for the work to come.

2. Assembling a Task Force. Cities should develop
a reentry task force that includes a broad range
of partners—including state and county officials,
community- and faith-based organizations, local
educational institutions, business associations
and employers, and formerly incarcerated indi-
viduals and their families—that come together
regularly to share data and address challenges
and opportunities. To ensure the effectiveness of
this task force, it is critical to establish: a stated
focus, a clear timeline and set of goals, common
measures of success, designated roles and respon-
sibilities, and ongoing communication.

3. Making Collaboration Work. Collaboration among
city agencies, state and county governments, and
community- and faith-based organizations is cru-
cial for successful reentry efforts. City leaders are
in a position to convene these partners and col-
lectively devise workable strategies. They can also
reinforce the importance of coordinated data col-
lection and analysis among these entities.

4. Addressing City-Level Barriers to Employment.
Cities should take a comprehensive inventory of
legal barriers to employment, such as licensing
bans that prevent former prisoners from work-
ing in certain industries, and eliminate those
that have no relationship to the types of crimes
committed. Cities should also lead by exam-
ple—ensuring that their own hiring practices
don’t unfairly discriminate against people with
criminal records.

5. Engaging the Business Community. Cities can
play a key role in encouraging employers to hire
formerly incarcerated people by educating them
about existing federal and state incentives, such
as tax credits and bonding insurance; by creating
new city-level incentives, such as wage reimburse-
ments; or by partnering with local businesses to
create ongoing employment opportunities that
benefit all parties.

6. Taking It to the Next Level. Although cities play
a pivotal role in shaping effective reentry poli-
cies, they are bound by state and federal laws.
City leaders should work together with state and
federal officials to influence policies that affect
them. Thoughtful policies concerning access to
Pell grants for incarcerated students, payment of
child support arrearages accrued during incar-
ceration or access to government benefits and
work supports may go a long way in helping peo-
ple succeed after they are released from prison.

By taking the steps outlined above, cities can make
significant progress in creating a more coordinated,
intentional approach to reentry that will foster
long-term solutions. The benefits of creating and
maintaining effective reentry policies cannot be
overstated; they include saving taxpayers money,
enhancing public safety, attracting investment,
strengthening families and improving the lives of
children who are adversely impacted when a parent
is incarcerated.

With rates of incarceration that greatly exceed those
of any other industrialized nation and at any other
time in US history,° America is certainly far from
where we need to be, but there is hope. Public sup-
port for reentry initiatives is growing, and the Feb-
ruary 28 Summit was a testament to the leading role
that mayors and cities are playing in the creation

of effective policies. The discussions at the Summit
made it clear—the more cities do to make reentry a
long-term priority by benefiting from the lessons of
other cities and continuing to learn from their own
experience, the more effective services will become.
Cities must partner with the right groups, actively
advocate for needed changes at state and federal
levels, and continue efforts to rigorously determine
what works and what doesn’t.

Because cities are confronted with the day-to-day
reality of reentry and see its detrimental effects in
their communities, mayors and other municipal
leaders have already begun to actively seek out, test
and refine lasting solutions. And, if states and the
federal government provide much needed support,
there is every reason to think that these leaders will
be able to make considerable progress toward the
kind of long-term change that is needed.
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