“Alternative Directions” Slows the Revolving Prison Door

By Robert J. Rhudy and Joe Surkiewicz

With more than 8,000 prisoners a year returning to their old Baltimore neighborhoods—and a national recidivism rate higher than 67 percent—doesn’t it make good public-policy sense to ensure they don’t go back to jail?

So imagine a program that helps ex-offenders with their civil legal problems, places them in drug-treatment programs and supplies a support network until they get their feet on the ground.

And one more thing: Under the program, the recidivism rate should drop to 20 percent. That’s a figure that could represent a savings of millions of dollars in tax funds that otherwise would pay for prosecution and prisons—not to mention the cost to society in reducing crime.

Sound too good to be true?

It’s not. Alternative Directions, a Baltimore-based nonprofit founded in 1979 to provide civil legal aid to women in prison, has operated a program since 2000 to help women make the difficult transition from prison to the community—and boasts a recidivism rate among its clients of 20 percent.

“We help people represent themselves with civil law problems like divorce, child-support modification, find them get guardianships for their children while they’re in jail, and assist relatives taking care of the children get social services,” said Katie Vaeth, a paralegal at Alternative Directions.

Question: How does helping prisoners about to be released and those just out of jail with their civil legal problems slow the revolving prison door?

Answer: in lots of ways. 

For example, women prisoners who can get divorced aren’t as likely to return to abusive relationships after they’re released. 

“If they don’t get a divorce, the man thinks he stills owns her,” explained Mary Joel Davis, the founder and executive director of Alternative Directions. “At least 75 percent of women in prison have been abused by their husbands. That’s why so many of them use drugs.”

Men who enter prison under court orders to pay child support can get help from Alternative Directions to obtain modifications so that their obligations reflect their ability to pay.

“When somebody paying child support enters prison, they’re child-support obligation continues,” Vaeth explained. “They have to file a motion for modification with the court and not many of them know how to—or even that they have to. Otherwise, many of the men come out of prison $20,000 to $30,000 in debt [money often owned to the state rather than the children] and becomes a real barrier to future employment.”

In fact, Alternative Directions went to court to fight for that right. A 1995 Court of Appeals ruling, Wills v. Jones, permits prisoners to file for the modifications.

Baltimore City Circuit Court Judge Joseph H. H. Kaplan was unstinting in his praise of Alternative Directions—and especially its founder.

“Other than saying ‘St. Mary Joel’ . . .,” Kaplan began. “She’s a guardian angel for many people and brings their lives out of chaos. Not many organizations can point to the number of end products who have done well and become useful citizens.”

Clients of Alternative Directions echoed Kaplan. Sandra Robinson, an ex-offender and former addict who used drugs for 25 years, called the program “great.”

“I started the program when I was locked up,” said Robinson, 44. “It helped me stay clean and gave me my self-esteem back so I don’t need drugs. I’m keeping my life together.” 

Jacqueline Garner, who went to prison in 1999, joined the program in 2000 while still incarcerated and is now a “graduate” of Alternative Directions, called the program “my home away from home.”

“It helps motivate someone to do good,” Garner continued. “I’m buying a house, they helped me get a driver’s license and I haven’t gone back on drugs. If it weren’t for Alternative Directions, I don’t know where I’d be. They’re the greatest people.”

Davis and Alternative Directions are also highly regarded by Maryland prison officials.  

Warden Marsha Maloff of the Maryland Correctional Institution for Women in Jessup said Alternative Directions is “wonderful to work with. It’s unusual that an outside group gets along so well with the staff of a correctional institution.”

Lloyd “Pete” Waters, warden of the Maryland Correctional Institution Hagerstown [Barbara: no hyphen in the prison’s name, per the Lawyer’s Manual], called Davis as “an angel on earth.”

“She carries around a pocket of care for those who need it,” Waters said. “The men at this prison have a bunch of high stress situations. If not for Alternative Directions, they wouldn’t have any help with their legal problems.”

Reaching prisoners before they’re released is the key, Davis explained. Alternative Directions, which has seven full-time employees, provided legal aid to nearly 10,000 prisoners last year in family law and other matters, and sponsored approximately 100 workshops at prisons around Maryland.

“If you have a captive audience, you can get them the civil legal help they need,” Davis explained. “If they’re outside, they’re overloaded with finding food and shelter, and you can’t reach them. Our programs give them a chance to change their lives before they get out.”

In spite of its success record, Alternative Directions’ funding has declined dramatically. Two employees were recently laid off after annual funding dropped from $550,000 last year to $329,000. Furthermore, a grant from the Open Society Institute to help women transition out of prison ends later this year.

The drop in interest rates on lawyer trust accounts, a funding mechanism for legal services to the poor administered by the Maryland Legal Services Corp., hit Alternative Directions especially hard.

“We were cut 10 percent by MLSC last year—a big chunk for us,” Davis said. “We don’t have too much more money, even though we’re saving the state money and saving taxpayers from being robbed again. Only 8 percent of our total of 120 women in the transition program went back to prison because they committed another crime.”

Kaplan said Alternative Directions is worth “many times” the money it receives from MLSC and other funders.

“With very little, Mary Joel has produced many useful citizens,” Kaplan added. “She’s an unsung heroine who makes the system partially work. But unless it’s properly funded, the system won’t work.”

Davis said it’s up to society to decide if Alternative Directions can continue its work. 

“If you’ve got someone in the beginning, she has a chance—and her children have a chance,” Davis said. “We only do a little and only scratch the surface. And we’re about to lose that.”

#  #  #
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