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Dr. Pryor:  Thank so you much, Cynthia.  I’d like to, first, thank the NLADA for inviting me, once again, to come back to be a part of their conference.  We met a few months ago in Scottsdale, Arizona, where I gave a presentation on the New Leadership Policy Group and I made impression enough for them to invite me to come back and speak to their clients.  I think that is an honor to be able to do so because, certainly, one must have a certain amount of credibility in order to speak to the clients they serve.


Now, let me tell you a little bit about myself.  As she said, my name is Dr. Divine Pryor.  Most of my friends just call me Divine and I’m hoping that at the end of this talk, that we will all be friends, so you can just simply call me Divine and that would be perfectly fine with me.  I hold a dual Doctorate degree in public health and in criminal justice.

I started my career in criminal justice actually in a prison cell.  At the age of 18, receiving numerous concurrent and consecutive sentences, I, at that time, made a decision that that wasn’t what I had on my agenda and I began the process of learning about the criminal justice system, both very intimately, as a consumer of correctional services, as well as educationally.


At that time, in New York State, they did provide opportunities for you to actually achieve degrees of higher learning while in prison.  Since then, in 1992, they’ve put a federal ban against getting access to Pell and TAP grants because they’re federal convictions.  But prior to that, you were able to do so and I took advantage of that and went to college and came home with a Bachelor’s and a Master’s degree and continued to pursue my education.  Since then, recently, in 2001, receiving my degree in criminal justice and as recent as 10 months ago, receiving my degree in public policy.

So that’s what I do and I’m very passionate about the work I do because, as you should be aware, I have a very serious interest in criminal justice because the criminal justice system really could be more adequately defined as the criminal injustice system, depending on where you are in the social strata, we might see things differently.


I want to talk to you today about the leader within, I think that all of us are leaders.  I think that each and every one of us has potential that has been untapped and I believe that the population of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people is a population of people that are so underutilized until it’s not funny.  I think that there are those of us that have intimate relationships with corrections that we bring a unique insight to the arena that no formal education will ever provide you with.  You could do all of the research in the world, you could read all of the literature in the world, you could represent clients, both as a defendant/as a prosecutor, you could be judge, and you will never, ever get access to those very unique nuances and subtleties that are vitally important to understanding criminal justice from the perspective of those who have went through the experience.


And so today, when I talk about the leader within, I’m talking about you, I’m talking about me, and I’m talking about some very real potential.  Potential that we have inherited historically as a result of the accumulated experiences of the many men and women who died so that it could be possible for us to even be sitting here today.  I’m talking about the leadership potential that comes as a result of a unique inheritance, those of many of the men and women who fought day in and day out, who struggled, who went through trials and tribulations, who died, whose blood actually is soaked in the American soil to pave the way to make it possible for us to be able to even have the conversation that we’re having today.


I’m talking about the men and women who put their lives on the line simply so they could save another life.  I’m talking about the individuals who work from can’t see to can’t see, those individuals who we know very well who suffered through pain and through misery and through years and years and years of oppression, who maintained nothing but a mustard seed of hope simply so that they could do something, anything, that would make life better for those who came behind them.  Those folks I’m talking about have left us with a legacy and a responsibility and each and every one of us has to make a commitment to grab the mantle and carry on their legacies so that their death will not be in vain.


We have a responsibility, so today, what I really want to talk about is I want to talk about how do we tap into that potential, where does that potential lie, what do we do with it when we tap into it, and where do we go from here.  So that’s a broad agenda to try to cover in this little/short amount of time.  But me being a very courageous individual and someone who is committed to achievement and excellence, I think that we’re going to succeed because we’re going to do this together.

I’m going to try to talk for about 30 minutes and then the rest of the time I want us to talk because I know the expertise is in the room.  All of us come with a unique perspective, we come with experience, we come with all that we have gone through to bring to the table, to fashion some solutions.


See, we’re not going to spend all of this time talking about the problem; we know what the problem is.  We know that at one time, the criminal justice system, which is inclusive of a number of different components of law enforcement and defense and the prosecution and the judiciary, but also social workers and community-based organizations, all were, at one time, a part of that system because that system was based on rehabilitation and treatment.  They understood that there was a social context in which criminal behavior took place or at least behavior which is criminalized, and that doesn’t say because the behavior is criminalized, it is necessarily criminal behavior.  That simply says that there are certain folks who are in positions of power who can define, by the stroke of a pen, that certain behavior is criminal and, as a result, criminalize their behavior and treat those individuals as criminals, therefore, justifying particular kinds of treatment; we’ll talk about that and how that came into play.


Now, the system has shifted from treatment and rehabilitation to punishment and retribution.  And in that shift, has been the development of a series of policies that have had an extraordinary impact on poor people and people of color, in particular.  And, as a result of this shift, there has been a somewhat legitimacy to the mass incarceration of particular people and their communities.  And I want to start out by saying that as these policies were developed, that there was no one like me or like you at that table.  There was no one who could bring that very unique and that very intimate detail to the discussion.  There was no one who could legitimately represent the voice of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people at the table.


And, in fact, not even their families nor were there even allies, individuals who might have their best interest at heart although they may have not personally experienced incarceration or the impact thereof, not even those individuals who were genuinely and consciously interested in the health and well being of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people were at that table.  Therefore, we know who was at the table and that were folks who did not have the interest of this population in mind making decisions.

So you got to understand that people with wealth and power make decisions, people who are poor and disenfranchised make choices, and there’s a difference because by the time poor people and disenfranchised people are involved in the process, you get to choose based on decisions that were made by other folks, which means that the parameters in which you work and live and play are very limited based on decisions that other folks made, particularly those who did not necessarily have your best interest at heart.


Now, I’m going to say that a lot of the policies that impact poor communities, I don’t think were designed with malicious intent.  And I’m going to say this because I am an academic, I am a researcher, and I need to look at things very objectively.  I don’t think that when the policies were developed, that they were developed specifically with the intent to disenfranchise entire communities because at that time, there were not the large numbers of incarcerated people that there are now, and that the impact that the system has is directly related to the fact that the numbers are so large, they’re so overwhelming that the impact has extended from the individuals to entire communities.

I’m going to give you some examples and I said I would talk about this earlier.  When that shift from treatment to rehabilitation move so drastically over to punishment and retribution and policies emerge that begin to assure that those targeted populations and individuals who are arrested would ultimately be incarcerated, they began to develop all kinds of legislation around mandatory minimums, three strikes you’re out, all kinds of very punitive policies that would ensure incarceration.

And what it also did was put policies in place such as the Rockefeller Drug Law in New York State, which initially was designed to actually go after big time kingpins and drug lords, but ultimately resulted in incarcerating low-level, nonviolent drug offenders because, of course, the big time kingpins were so sophisticated, they understood the law, that they never carried any drugs.


They never transferred any and had never done any of the things that would have them arrested and subsequently convicted.  So the innocent victims were those low-level individuals who actually got caught up in a policy not designed for them, so it was like an after thought.

But what happened when so many nonviolent, low-level drug offenders began to be caught up in the system, the numbers started to grow.  And, therefore, as a result, the system, in its totality, began to take on a very, very punitive and very, very ugly kind of persona because how it looks on the surface, is that poor communities, black and Latino communities are under attack because the so-called War on Drugs is being fought in our communities.


They’re not being fought out there on the shores where we know big boats come in and bring tons of drugs.  They’re not being fought in the air, they’re not being fought in those areas where we know drugs are actually coming in large numbers, they’re being fought in our communities and we know that’s only where they end up; that’s not where they start out.  And it even gets bigger than that because internationally the War on Drugs engages in practices that actually undermine the economic viability of these so-called Third World communities by spraying their crops.  In an attempt to try to destroy drug crops, they also destroy other crops and they actually force people to migrate.  

So when you see these images of people on TV who were prefer to actually risk their lives and the lives of their children to actually come on various different vessels to actually seek refuge, they’re not doing that simply because they have nothing else do, they’re doing that as a matter of survival.  They’re doing it as a direct result of the international War on Drug, which engages in practices that necessitate them to engage in these very risky behaviors in order to seek refuge.

They have other practices where they attempt to stop people at the border and, as a result, capture a large number of low-level drug users primarily.  And let me tell you how it plays out just so you have an understanding and we’re going to get right to how does this initiate leadership, we’re going to get to that.

When an individual is arrested for any amount of drugs and I’m using drug arrest specifically because I think it’s the most clearest example, the very first thing that happens after they are arrested is the law enforcement officer turns them over to the courts.  The District Attorney, at that point, has to make a decision and that decision has to be whether to charge you or he can choose not to charge you.  

He can choose to dismiss it, he can choose to charge you and what to charge you with.  He can charge you with simple possession or he can charge you with possession with intent to distribute, both of which carry two drastically different kinds of impacts.  One could be a misdemeanor, carrying up to one year imprisonment; the other could be a felony.

Now, based on how they charge you, and remember, this is done exclusively by the District Attorney, with no accountability to anyone other than their immediate supervisors.  It’s not as if this is under the scrutiny of the judiciary, it’s not as if the defense has an opportunity to be a part of this decision; this decision is made exclusively by the prosecution.


So the prosecution has so much power in determining what the process would be and what actually the ultimate outcome of that particular arrest would be.  Many cases are dismissed and they never even make it to the defense, so if the case is dismissed, there’s no need to call in a public defender or legal aid.  If, in fact, the case is charged with a misdemeanor, it takes on a different route; if it’s charged as a felony, it takes on a different route.  But with mandatory minimums, once you are charged with the felony, there is a mandatory minimum.

Now, let me tell you how tricky it gets because if, in fact, you’re charged with several charges, which is generally the case, it’s generally not just one charge, there are several charges, and the least of those charges is a misdemeanor carrying one year.


People who are poor, who are disenfranchised are left with the option of taking a chance on going to trial and/or accepting a plea, which is offered, again, by the prosecution.  Now, how it gets interesting is that when that offer is made, you need to make a decision right there on the spot.  Oh, you don’t have a few weeks to ponder over it, to determine whether or not, let me weigh and judge it, one year as opposed to taking a chance to 10 or 15, you have to make it on the spot which means that the defense does not have an opportunity to do the kind of investigation that is necessary, can’t gather up the evidence, can’t talk to the witnesses, can’t do the research, can’t consult with their peers, can’t begin to do the things that make it possible for them to provide you with an adequate defense.


So the only thing they can do is actually inform you of the offer that was made by the prosecution because not to do so, would themselves be less than prudent.  So they’re left, as I spoke about earlier, they’re reduced to nothing more than facilitators of information.  They can’t not tell their client that an offer was made, and when they tell the client the offer was made, they also have to tell the client that the prosecution wants an answer now.  So that puts them in a very, very precarious situation and I’m going to talk about how later, though, this organization, which I’m a part of, is going to begin working with public defenders in a very unique way, this what unlikely allies that we’ll talk about.  

How it plays out then is that here it is the defendant is left with a hard decision and more than likely, in order to avoid receiving a hard sentence, will take a plea, still resulting in a felony conviction or criminal conviction, that is which means that the consequences of that conviction still weigh heavily whether they’ve served a lot of time or a little time or no time.

The fact that you now have a criminal conviction subjects you to a whole range of what we call collateral consequences, and we’ll talk about that in our discussion.  Now, the judge also does not have discretion.  Once the plea is accepted and the sentencing date is set, the judge has no other role than to see to it that the plea was made legitimately, that the defendant is aware of his rights and that he accepted the plea voluntarily and so forth, and after all of these things have been determined, then the judge simply imposes the sentence; that’s all.

It’s not as if they could look at it and say well, I feel that the circumstances and the conditions that surround this case don’t warrant this kind of time or I think we should revisit, they don’t have that power.  That discretion has totally been removed from the judge, the defense has been reduced to a facilitator of information, and the prosecution wields all of the power.  That’s power and sometimes folks have a tendency to get a little power drunk; you all are familiar with that.

And so what I’m saying is that a lot of what is taking place was designed because there was a lot of fear in the community about crime.  Of course, the way the media depicts it, you would believe that all folks that commit crime are poor people or black folks or Latino folks.  

But actually all folks commit crime, all folks use drugs, just as many white people as black folks; some research say even more.  But, of course, of all of the police surveillance, only targets poor communities and communities of color and black and Latino communities, then somehow the public gets the perception that the only folks that use drugs or do crime are poor, black and Latino people; it’s just that simple.  How this then plays into what our role as leaders is very important.  And the reason why it’s important is because many of us, most certainly myself included, are very concerned about public health and public safety.

I have children and grandchildren, my son was actually stuck up at his school about a year ago for a coat that I paid $200 for and I told him that if that ever happens, just give it to them because I can always get you another coat.  But when that happened, I was so pissed off behind that and it even hit me even harder because, as a youth, I remember taking other folks stuff, so now I can identify with that situation.

But the larger question is, what places people in a situation where they feel it’s necessary they got to take something from someone else?  How does oppression and poverty and high rates of unemployment and denial of access to vital resources actually play into the need for people to have to engage in these kinds of behaviors, which criminalize not only them but their entire communities?  See, there are some larger questions and there are some social/economic situations that limit our choices.  

We already know we aren’t making any decisions; we’re actually down to choices.  And so, as we look at the situation, we have to look at it from the perspective of how do I become a change agent.  You see, I may not be able to change your behavior or the behavior of the system, but I can certainly change my behavior.  And by changing my behavior, I can ultimately change the outcome of the interaction between me and you and me and the system, and I’ll give you an example.  When I talk to young men in the community and I know that young black boys, we have a tendency to be very vocal, speak kind of loud, talk with our hands.  I know what you’re talking about, yeah, I know what I’m talking about, but when you are in an encounter with law enforcement, that may not be the most appropriate way to express yourself.

And so what I’m saying is we have responsibility to teach young people how to reduce the risk of harm when they come in contact with particular segments of society.  See, you’ve got to understand there are some cultural differences between people who live in the suburbs and people who live in the urban city, between people who speak English and people who speak Spanish (in a translation, you get some stuff lost), between people who are well off and people are poor, between people who are white and people who are black, and that’s not saying those differences are good or bad or indifferent; that’s just simply acknowledging that there are some differences.

And so there needs to be a cultural sensitivity to those differences so that when I begin to speak in the manner to which I’m accustomed to speak, that someone doesn’t see that as a threat, someone doesn’t see that as an opportunity to assault me under the guise that I was approaching them in an aggressive way simply because I was expressing the way I feel in a way that’s different than they’re accustomed to being communicated with.

See, it comes down to some very simple things: it comes down to what you’re carrying on you and what you’re not, it comes down to you think first and act second.  If, in fact, you have some friends who are engaged in some activities that you are not totally legitimate and they come by and say, hey, come on, you want to go for a ride, no.  Oh, yeah, it’s my new car and how did you get a new car, you don’t even have a job.  So not putting yourself at risk because, by doing so, then you actually subject yourself to the possibilities that can impact your life in a way that will never, never allow you to actually restore your status the way it was again.

Now, I have to use this opportunity before I go on because I got to stop and then we got to have this family meeting, I have to tell you about the New Leadership Policy Group, which I am the Co-Founder and Vice President of.  The New Leadership Policy Group is a national organization of leaders, all of whom were formerly incarcerated.  They represent lawyers, they represent doctors, they represent researchers, they represent teachers, they represent public policy experts, they represent members of the clergy, we represent public officials, all the way from the congress down.  There are many of us who hold some very prominent and highly visible positions who have criminal convictions.

And the New Leadership Policy Group promotes fellowship, scholarship, research, public policy and community development amongst and between formerly incarcerated professionals, community activists and family members and allies who all are interested in one thing, and that is changing the way in which poor people and people who are disenfranchised are incorporated into the system: how we are listened to, how we are perceived.

Generally, when you think of a formerly incarcerated person, you most certainly don’t think of someone like me, standing up at a mike, wearing a suit; I’m the Executive Director of the National Association for Drug Abuse Prevention and Treatment, I have a multi-million dollar budget, I sign people’s checks every two weeks, I raise money, I negotiate contracts.  

There are many folks like me who are involved in this work, not the image that comes to mind because the media has successfully depicted people formerly incarcerated as violent predators and villains who have no usefulness, whose only purpose is to prey on innocent people in the community.  They don’t promote the fact that, no, that there are many people who, yes, have committed the crime of which they are accused and many haven’t (and that’s whole another workshop) but, nevertheless, have the criminal conviction and have, as a result, been able to move up the ladder of success in spite of the barriers, in spite of the stumbling blocks, in spite of the stigma, in spite of the criticism.

In spite of all of the efforts to try to restrict our movement and mobility, we have achieved in spite of and not because of, which speaks volumes because it’s not as if there was a lot of help, it’s not as if there were a lot of people who had an interest in presenting a new face of formerly incarcerated people.

See, I’m itching almost to tell you all who some of those folks are but I’ve been sworn to secrecy.  We are preparing a press conference in the spring of 2004; we’ll be in Washington, D.C. with the White House as the backdrop.  And then you will see folks come forth who will self-disclose their status as formerly incarcerated people and I’m going to say nothing short of the fact that your mind will be blown, that there are people who have been waiting in the wings who have been dying; they’ve been carrying this burden for some 10, 20, 30 years to tell someone, anyone, do you know at one time, when I was 17, I committed a crime and I went to juvenile hall.  

Now, there’s one person who is a member of the New Leadership Policy Group who you already know because he’s on TV everyday, Judge Mathis.  You all know Judge Mathis and he starts out his program telling you that he spent three years in a youth detention center, so I don’t have to blow his cover because he’s already blown it, but he’s also a member of this group.

There are many people who are members of this group who maintain some very, very influential positions in the public and private sector in academia.  And so I am proud to be the Co-Founder and Vice President of this group, which really started out as an experiment that the Open Society Institute.  

In New York City, a few years ago, one of the other co-founders, Eddy Ellis, was a consultant there and they would always compliment him about the fact that he was articulate and so intelligent and although he could have taken it as a compliment, began to think about it and kind of saw it as somewhat of a slight because it was somehow suggesting that he was some kind of aberration and there were not many people like him.  And so he began to say, no, I’m sure there are hundreds of people and they would say, what do you mean hundreds.  And he’d say there probably are hundreds of people around the country like me and they were like, well, how many, and he said, well, I don’t know but I could find out.

And so, as a result, he got a grant and he began to scour the country, broke the country up into four quadrants, gave me a quadrant in the northeast, he had a northwest, a north/south and now we even have a Midwest, and each one of those quadrants consisted of a person who ran a community-based organization who was a formerly incarcerated person, who had credibility and had connections to the community and their job was to identify 25 people in their respective region; we had six months to do it.  Three weeks later, we reported back to OSI that here are your 100 and here’s an extra 50 to go with it: executive directors, CEOs, tenured professors, members of the clergy, public officials.

And so we said, well, you still have like four and a half more months or so and we said, well, we’ll continue to solicit, but now we have to have another purpose because now that we have identified all of these folks, what do we do.  And so we formed what we call the New Leadership Policy Group, which we broke into four divisions.

I will say that the New Leadership Policy Group, over a year of negotiations, is now a department at the City University of New York at Medgar Evers College in Brooklyn, that the New Leadership Policy Group is already putting together a five-year strategic plan to begin to, number 1, launch our campaign to begin to attack all barriers to employment in all 50 states in the U.S.

We’ll begin to look at the rights of individuals to vote, we’ll be looking at the loss of parental right, particularly for women but also for men who are incarcerated, we’ll begin to look at prohibitions against access to education and access to housing and access to a whole range of resources that are absolutely necessary.  If, in fact, people are truly committed to assuring that people formerly incarcerated successfully integrate into the community, then the resources to do so must be in place; otherwise, it’s like an accident waiting for a place to happen.

Interestingly enough, one of our strongest oppositions actually comes from the community because the community has been so impacted by crime and criminal behavior and so forth, that a lot of times they’re not trying to see brother Ken come back home.

I got to be real; they’re not trying to see a whole bunch of folks because they did so much damage before they went away, it’s not as if they’re waiting with open arms for them to come back home because I don’t know if you changed or not.  I don’t know if you’re the same person you were when you went in.  You were strung out on crack, you were busting people in the head, you were robbing the house, you were wreaking havoc.

So there is a particular resistance from the community but we need to re-educate the community that they need realize that all of their protests against providing housing, against providing employment, against providing education, against providing all of those things that are necessary for successful re-entry, is not contributing to the solution; it’s actually contributing to the problem.

It’s to the advantage of the community to make sure you got a job, to make sure you got a decent place to live, to make sure you got access to healthcare, to make sure you got access to education because it will make it less likely that you’ll commit crime, it’ll make more likely that you successfully integrate, it’ll make it more likely that you become a productive, law abiding citizen that you can begin to begin engaged in community development rather than community destruction.  It’s to the advantage to make that investment because that investment is how we can truly measure public safety and public health.  Public health, why, because individuals who spend time in prison may sometimes engage in some risky behaviors.

I don’t know.  People might be using drugs in prison, I don’t know; might be having same sex encounters and I’m being facetious.  I spent 10 years in prison in New York State and in Attica and Clintondale (phonetic) and Morris, so I know what happens in prison.  It’s not like I’m dry snitching or anything, things happen.  And so what happens is, is that they have these beautiful little questionnaires and they’re asking folks these questions that try to get them to classify themselves as being gay or lesbian or transgender based on behaviors, but they don’t understand that people coming out of prison, just because they engage in same sex encounters, don’t necessarily identify as being gay or lesbian.

They feel they did what they had to do to do what they had to do to do what they had to do.  It has nothing to do with me being a part of any particular group of folks, so the questions that are being asked are not going to get the answers they’re seeking.  But what happens, unbeknownst to the innocent wife or lover or whoever that individual is dealing with, they may transmit HIV, Hepatitis C simply because they don’t have adequate access to healthcare.

The healthcare system in prison is not the best in the world and so individuals present a public health threat to the community, particularly when you have such large numbers.  Do you know that we got 640,000 individuals a year returning home from federal and state prison every year?  And over the next five years, that number will accumulate to over two and a half million.

People who are ill-prepared to come back to the community and returning to communities ill-prepared to receive them.  Do you know what a catastrophe that is?  Do you understand that, in New York City alone, we’re talking about between 25,000 and 35,000 and this doesn’t even count the recidivist, the people who go in and out and in and out two or three times a year, most of whom who will go back to prison on technical violations, which is whole another issue?  In fact, next Monday, I’ll be tracking, with the executive director of the New York State Division of Parole, because that’s when me and him get to talk, and I get to share with him some things that I wouldn’t do publicly.

But I’ll say, Marty, you know, your stuff’s a little raggedy and so I get to talk to Marty and me and him is on a first name basis and we talk and everything.  So I was telling someone earlier that, in 1991, when I first appeared on the set, I was kind of the poster child and I was kind of used by the system.

Here’s a guy who’s got a Master’s degree and so they kind of promoted me and I was feeling used at that time.  And then it dawned on me, I said, no, you’re probably not used because they’re letting you go in every prison in the state; that’s got to mean something.  It allows me to inspire people and motivate people and present to them an example of hope.  I get to present to them the fact that any thought that could be conceived and believed can be achieved, that you can turn stumbling blocks into building blocks, into stepping stones, that no matter how bad situation gets, there’s always hope, that even when all is said and done and life offers you nothing more than a brown of lemons, at that point, you can go into the lemonade business, that it depends on how you look at it.

You can look at the glass as half full as opposed to half empty, so it gave me access to individuals because when you first come home, you’re not supposed to be able to go right back in the system.  But they figured they had someone they could bring in to promote the fact that they were rehabilitating someone when, in fact, my rehabilitation, and that’s a whole another question, but, nevertheless, my growth and development had very little to do with what they actually did.  It had a lot to do with me going through a conscious and spiritual awakening while I was incarcerated because incarceration does offer opportunities for individuals to do some soul searching.  

It offers an opportunity for you to cleanse yourself, spiritually and consciously.  It offers an opportunity for you to revitalize your thoughts and rethink yourself and begin to start understanding that you aren’t supposed to be out in the community selling crack, you aren’t supposed to be out in the community robbing folks, you aren’t supposed to be engaging in those behaviors.  Now, I know that there are circumstances which increase the chances of that happening, but we got to address those.  I’m not going to justify you busting an 82-year-old woman in her head when you know she’s got 11 kids to support and you took her little $150 in food stamps and then did it unconscionable, I’m not justifying that. 

I’m not justifying the fact that you tell me, well, I’m trying to get my family out of the projects; yeah, but do you have to kill half of them to do it.  We’re not going to justify that so we keep it real, we’re not going to justify criminal behavior.  We’re not justifying that and that’s why we fashion solutions, that’s why everything we do is about problem solving.

Everything we do is about developing very unique and very innovative ways of promoting public health and public safety without relying on incarceration as the one and only exclusive response to criminal misconduct because, number one, there are a lot of people who have addictions; an addiction requires a treatment, not incarceration.  

There are many people who find themselves in circumstances where they have to commit acts that are criminal in nature.  But, as a result, we look into a little deeper and come to find out that it was precipitated a whole series of other things that a lot of people who are abusers were abused themselves; the research supports that.  We look at all of the underlying factors and we begin to find out that maybe we need to pull back a little bit and maybe we need to present a different analysis to this situation, particularly when you have 90 percent or more of the people in New York State come from seven community districts and New York City, particularly in Brooklyn and particularly when some communities maybe benefiting economically at the expense of others.

And I know many of you know and some of you may not know that every time they do the Census count, that they count people in prison as residents of the communities in which they’re imprisoned.  And when the Census gets those numbers and accumulate them, there are other folks who use those numbers to create false population growth so that they can depress their per capita rate and then become eligible for federal grants that they, otherwise, wouldn’t be eligible for; the fact that those numbers are also used for reapportionment, meaning they create new congressional seats as a result of those false numbers; and that those congressional representatives are in a unique position because they do not have to represent the interest of the constituency that made it possible for them to go in because technically that constituency is behind bars, that, in fact, if you look at their voting record, you’ll probably find, in most cases, that the positions they took were contrary to those of the individuals that they’re supposed to represent, that the fact of the matter is, is that those numbers are used to bring dollars to communities to build new schools and new roads and new highways and all kinds of infrastructure at the expense of the communities where those people really live, which gives some explanation as to why the quality of education and the economic structure and the rates of unemployment and all of the other social ills that live in the communities where those people are taking from exist.

That’s a whole another training we have to get into; this is serious here, serious.  So we have to take a leadership role, we have to represent our own issues.  And so for the remainder of the time, we’re going to talk to each other but I want to close and tell you a few things.  There are a lot of things that we do to perpetuate and support this very unjust system and I’ll tell you one of the things that we do.  We refer to each other as ex-cons and ex-prisoners and felons, and do you know that psychology plays a major role in how you perceive things, how you respond to things that you perceive.  So when you use terminology that continues to perpetuate negative images of yourself and others like you, then you give legitimacy to injustice because when you begin to promote the whole idea that these ex-cons and ex-felons and all of these ex-prisoners are violent predators and so forth and so on, as they’ve been traditionally depicted, then you justify their mistreatment.

Why else would I treat someone different than I would any other kind of animal, where else should animals be but in a cage?  Why else would I allow an animal out, why to come out and animalize someone else?  So when we use this language on ourselves and on others, we are actually contributing to the perpetuation of the injustices against folks.  That’s why people are locked away, far away and defined in such a way that the public will support your mistreatment because we locked you away because you were dangerous.  We locked you away because you had no value, you had no youthfulness and I need to lock you up to make sure that you don’t do anything to me or those who I love.

And so, however you’re being treated, is justified because you’re aren’t anything but animal anyway, according to the terminology used to define us.

[End of side A] [Side B begins]

Mr. Pryor:  ...because we’re talking about people, not we’re not talking about animals, we’re not talking about some kind of fictitious figure, we’re not talking about something that has no actual value or meaning, we’re talking about human beings, we’re talking about people.  And you’re people even before you were convicted and you’ll be people after, so we use the terminology, people, in prison.

Don’t start telling me about any prisoners and no convicts because this is the language that was created by those same folks who were at the table that we weren’t at and created these definitions to depict us in a way that people internalized so that when we come in contact with law enforcement, who have internalized these definitions, they right away reach for their gun because I know you’re violent.

When you go out to the suburbs and you see four white gentlemen on a corner, they’ll ride by and say oh, there is a group of gentlemen congregating on the corner.  And then you come into the city and you see four black youth and those are gangs of thugs plotting on the corner, the same four.  But because of the way it’s been defined and depicted and how the media has perpetuated the situation, it causes people to respond a certain way.

Now listen, if I thought you were a violent predator, I’m reaching for my gun, too; I’m not lying.  Once I have bought into the belief that young black and Latino men are violent by nature, that you’re up to something, that you’re scheming, that you’re plotting to do something illegal, then I grab my purse if I have one, I hold my pocket when I’m around you.

When I go into a department store and I got certain people want to help; now I got two things I can do.  I can either believe that they’re very helpful and they got a lot of staff to help you shop or I can conclude that they think that I’m going to do something, and that bothers me.  I used to live in Co-op City in New York before I moved out to Long Island.  I came home from work (and I believed I dressed fairly decent), had my little briefcase, I’m feeling good, it was payday, and I come into the building and I see a group of people and they were all white, and I watched them pushing the elevator button as I came around the turn, so we’re all there waiting for the elevator.

So the elevator opens, shuts and they’re standing there, the next elevator opens, shuts, they’re standing there.  So I figured I’m going to stand there, too; well, we’re standing here for something, right?  And eventually, after about three times, they finally got in and so I waited right until it closed and then I jumped in.  Well, now, they’re already are scared to death.  Now, mind you, I got on a suit and a tie; it’s not like I got on my hoodie.  I got on a suit and a tie and a briefcase and you could look at me and say, well, he looks safe at least in appearance.  I could be fronting but I wasn’t and let me tell you that I got off on the floor and I got out of the elevator and I was so pissed because I knew what this was, that right as the elevator door shut, I turned around and said, boo, and I got off.

Now, it’s real funny because racism makes you do some strange stuff.  And I don’t know if I gave somebody a heart attack or not and I don’t know if they even realized what I did what I did or why I did it, but it really bothered me.  Now, I give you that example because in the institutions, the law enforcement, the corrections, the criminal justice community, these biases also exist.  And although the policies may not have been initially designed and developed with that kind of malicious intent, it’s people who carry them out.

So if, in fact, I am a judge and I have a person standing before and in my mind, I believe that this is a person who is of value and who is of significance and should not be incarcerated because I will destroy his life and so forth, then I might render a different outcome.

Of course, if you’re standing in front of me and I think this is one more violent predator that I need to get off the street because you’re making the street dangerous and you look like the person that robbed my daughter anyway, then there’s a different outcome.  So these biases and these prejudices and this system of institutionalized racism impact even if the policies themselves weren’t initially designed for that outcome, that’s how they play out, so there are some things that we can do to change it.  Number one, I’m going to ask all of you all to try to change your language.  When you’re talking about people in prison, we’re just talking about people, human beings; they come out a formerly incarcerated person.  

Let’s take away all of the negative images and the negative meanings and definitions around that because there’s something that we can do to re-empower ourselves who’ve been disciplined.  See, once we decide to put a new language in place, then in order to speak to me, you got to speak my language.  And I’ve gone through a fun, I’m going to tell you I’m a little out there, so don’t follow my example, but I’ve gone so far as to tell a person that if they call me a felon, they may as well call me the “N” word.  I’m taking it that serious that I’m saying that I am respectfully requesting that you refer to me by the name in which I have decided to referred to, that I have the right to name myself, I have the right to speak for myself, I have the right to define myself.  

And if I respectfully request that you refer to me by the name and the title which I choose to be spoken in, and you decide you’re going to continue to call me something else, then you’re being somewhat disrespectful.  

Another thing we can do is we’ve got to be real diplomatic.  In my official position, I have to be real diplomatic because I deal with a lot of people and I’m generally a very respectful person, anyway.  But there are times when you are in a situation and you need to find a different way to say what it is you want to say, so sometimes I’m speaking with people and they’re lying to me.  And, of course, I can’t jump up and say, you’re lying so I have to say, you know, while I hear what you’re saying, I somehow have the impression that you’re being less than forthright.  

We have to find ways to talk folks who are at such a far extreme that if we kind of use that real passionate language that we use, we’re not going to have a conversation with them.  So we have to find a different way to communicate to get our point across because the passion sometimes overrides logic and reason.

And there are some folks who I think would understand if, in fact, they were put in an environment where understanding could be nurtured and cultivated.  But as long as we have this antagonistic relationship and we’re using language that’s fiery, then we can’t communicate, so we need to communicate a little different than the way we do.  

We need to have our young people be more disciplined in how they communicate when they’re in certain situations; there’s a lot that we can do.  So now, on that note, I want to close because I just want to talk with you all and amongst us and answer any questions you might have and anything that you might want to know, pull it out of me because I spend most of my days looking at policies and research and analysis, and I be dying to get this stuff off my chest.

But before I close, I just want to tell you there is a couple of publications that I brought with me that I think that you’d find very interesting.  And I want to bring them up to the front to show them to you because they are very interesting pieces.

There’s a book that was edited by Maui Medey and Chisney Lynne (phonetic) and it’s called The Visible Punishment.  It’s a very well written book and I happen to know both of them.  And what they have done is amass all of the consequences that people with criminal convictions actually face when they come home and how it impacts them individually, as well as in the collective community, and it’s an extraordinary book.

The next piece that I brought, and I have a lot of them, I had to really be selective, is a book that was put out by the Center for Law and Justice and the Community Legal Services, Inc., it’s called Every Door Closed: Barriers Facing Parents With Criminal Records.  

It’s a very, very powerful book because this book really spells out how the policies that are in place practically assure your return back to prison.  That if, in fact, I’m telling you that a drug conviction prohibits you from having access to subsidized federal housing, which we’re really talking about projects, low-income housing, that kills you; then you got all of the barriers to employment, that kills that; you want to go school, can’t do that; all of the licenses that prevent you from being involved in occupations like the guy they have now who the Supreme Court is looking at, they taught him how to be a barber in New York State, seven years and he taught other folks.  He kept the books and everything and he got out and parole says you got to get a job.  

It shouldn’t be a problem, I’m going to do what you all tell me to do, I’m a barber.  I’m trained and I’m good; oh, you have a felony conviction, you can’t be a barber.  So when you begin to look at these things, you’re saying, so if you’re telling me I can get education, I can’t get housing, I can’t get employment, I can’t get benefits and entitlements, I can’t get healthcare, then what you’re actually telling me is that I may as well turn around and go back into prison.

So it’s becoming more and more difficult to justify these policies and why they’re in place and how people can jump up and talk about how they’re interested in public health and public safety, but you got all of these policies that make it impossible for that to be the case, so that’s another piece.

Then I was talking about leadership and I bought this book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People: Powerful Lessons and Personal Change and I liked that because the whole time, I was really talking about personal change; personal transformation, what we need to do personally and we’ve got to change inside first.  All of the examples, I’m talking about what we can do, these are real things.  You can call me a name and I can call you one back or I cannot call you anything at all or I could say to you, I’m really sorry you feel that way.  I don’t know what I’ve done to make you feel that way but I apologize and if possible, we can talk.  

Now, that can change Attica; now, of course that may not happen because I might turn around and punch that person in the mouth if I’m less disciplined.  But my whole point is, is that you determine what the outcome is going to be; the other person doesn’t.  You don’t have to call him a name back, you don’t have to engage in violence.  So a lot of these things that we do we don’t have to do them.  We can think first and act second because once you’ve made the decision, then you’ve committed yourself to the consequences and once you’ve done that, then you are caught up in a cycle that you have a lot to do with.  See, a lot of times we don’t want to take personal responsibility for our actions.  

Yes, they are all of these forces out there but now that we know they’re out there, then we shouldn’t fall victim to them.  If I ran down the street one day and fell in a hole, I don’t run the street the next day and fall in the same hole; that doesn’t make me very smart.  Some people don’t know better, so, okay, you don’t know, but now you do.  And once you know you’re empowered to do something with that knowledge, you ought to do something about it.  If you take that word “knowledge”, you get four words; you get the word “know”, the word “now”, the word “ledge” and the word “edge”.  You got to know the ledge now so you don’t fall off the edge later; that’s just the bottom line.

Knowledge is power and the more knowledge you have the more power you have, and so leadership amongst us really begins with knowledge.  We got to know all of the stuff, we need to be a walking encyclopedia on criminal justice, we need to be a walking encyclopedia on how the system works.

I’ve been talking to a couple of public defenders in New York and I’ve been giving them some unique insights.  Now, I was only doing this informally and now it seems like I get a call from them everyday.  It’s interesting and I didn’t mean for that to happen, it just happened.  I hadn’t self-disclosed at the time so they only knew me as Dr. Pryor and so they said, you know, you have a real unique way of looking at things, you seem to be very innovative in your approach and you have a way of coming up with these solutions that I hadn’t quite thought of.  

So then I had to let them know after you’ve been sitting in a jail cell for 10 years, you get a different perspective, you tend to see things a little differently.  But the fact that I could combine that with academic achievements and then begin to start writing and doing research and doing evaluation and complement all of those things together, I suppose it does provide a unique insight to the problem.  Also, that I don’t think of thing in the punitive way; I think of things in a problem solving way.  I think of things in a practical, humane way and I just know that we should not be spending all of this money, all of our taxpaying money, locking people away and then the crime rate still hasn’t gone down.

Communities aren’t any safer, they aren’t any better, you haven’t increased the quality of life.  You got millions of folks upstate and you have communities who are benefiting from that incarceration and I’m trying not to be cynical.  But I never liked the Constitution when I was in school when I was supposed to studying in, but now I’m looking at it and I’m seeing something different.

And when I go in that 13th Amendment and the 13th Amendment says to me that slavery is abolished except under circumstances by which you are convicted of a felony and then I come to find that the larger majority of people in prison look like me, it gets a little difficult for me not to somehow see if there’s any possible connections between that.

The fact that it’s the same group of folks who the last hired and the first fired that have the highest mobility and mortality rates, live in communities with the highest rates of unemployment, with the poorest healthcare system, with the lowest quality of education, and all of these people happen to be, coincidentally, the same people.  Then it gets morally more difficult but I’m trying to be disciplined, but it’s getting very difficult for me not to see some kind of conspiratorial elements here, and that’s all I’m going to say in this arena, I am being taped.  

But what I will say is people know, they know I’m generally very truthful and then they also know that I also support a lot of this with the research.  This is not me not saying this, these are researchers who are doing objective research, who are coming to these conclusions.  They’re saying something is really wrong here and we have to look at this, and so that’s what I do.

I bought another book, the last piece is called, There’s 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership.  And I brought these because all of this time I was running, I was supposed to write up my lecture last night and I’m here now and I still haven’t wrote it, and so all of this is off-the-cuff.  But I believe that the best arena is the that the possible presentation comes from the heart because once you write it out, then you’re locked into these parameters and you’re following them.  Sometimes it’s not as exciting and as passionate as you’d like it to be, so you want it to really come from the heart.  

We have a half an hour left and in that half an hour, let’s have a conversation.  We ask questions, ask each other questions, talk about strategies, but I could most certainly share with you some of the things that we’ll be doing, the first of which is that campaign to begin to attack all of those barriers to employment.

Next, we’ll be looking at the whole issue of rehumanizing the face of formerly incarcerated folks, it’ll be a media campaign and public education campaign; then the third one, we’ll begin to look at education.  We found that there’s research out there that clearly indicates that the more education you have, the less likely you are to commit a crime or recommit a crime.  And, yet, in New York State, once the research came out that people coming home with higher education degrees were actually less likely to recidivate.

Interestingly enough, six months later, they stopped the education programs in New York State.  Now, I don’t know, maybe there’s no connection, I don’t know.  But what I’m saying is, is that when you have that kind of powerful research that says you mean to tell me that the more education that people get, the less likely they are to commit a crime or recommit one, then you would want to increase education; right?

If you say that the more skills that you give an individual, the more likely they are to come out and be breadwinners and resume their positions as fathers.  And then research comes out, and then you put up more barriers to prevent that happening.  You say that the possibility of family reunification only can happen when people have access to affordable housing and that research out and then you put up all of the barriers to affordable housing.

You know, you really start to raise some serious questions here.  It’s almost impossible to deny the fact that everyone might not have our best interest at heart, that there maybe some elements out there that seek to maintain the system for reasons that might be profitable, there are reasons that people simply want to protect themselves.

You’ve got to understand that people with wealth and power don’t spend their nights and days thinking about how to give us their wealth and power.  But people who don’t have wealth and power spend all of their days thinking about how get it, which puts you automatically in an antagonistic relationship, just by the very nature of where you are in the structure.

You spend your time trying to get what I got and I spend my time trying to keep you from getting it, so you and I are in a dance with each other.  And then if I historically look at how that power and wealth was accumulated, then I know I have blood on my hands and that’s a whole another issue.  People are talking about oh, well, you know, it’s a good idea; yes, but I don’t have any investment capital.  I have to give it to someone who does; well, how did they get it?  They inherited it from somebody who inherited.  Well, was all of the wealth in this country accumulated?  Whose hands are bloody and who are the descendants of that?

It just gets real complicated and rather than spin our wheels on that, we need to find a way to get some parity here, we need to find a way to empower ourselves because those who have power are just simply not going to wake up one day and get a conscious revelation and say, you know what, they’re right, let me give away my wealth and power.

It’s not going to happen, it’s not going to happen and so  we need to chip away at it slowly, and, at this point, I’m ready.

Question:  As a community activist, how would you suggest that I and numerous of my organizations attempt to bridge the gaps, even between various social justice organizations, to focus on the goals of social justice in general in my state?  I’m from Cincinnati, Ohio and my name is Martha Williams and I am the Outreach Chair for the Coalition for a Just Cincinnati and we are in a boycott in the City of Cincinnati.

As some may know, the boycott of Cincinnati is now in its 29th month and what we are faced with is that those persons who you think should be allies and who should help us aren’t because I guess it would be detrimental for them to do so.  They won’t be able to maintain the little bit of success they do have in the community.  Because Cincinnati is such a place, I don’t even know how to describe it, but because of that the way it is, it is increasingly difficult for us to make the partnerships and bridge the gaps, so how do you suggest they’d want to do that?

Mr. Pryor:  Well, like the challenges that we have in New York and in other states around the country, the allies are going to be the most unlikely allies you can think of.  The allies that we would think of off the top of our head should jump right on the issue that we’re on, are probably not the ones.

How we’ve been doing it is we’re making lists of who would be the most likely allies and then we make another list, who would be the most unlikely allies.  And then as we make the list of the unlikely allies, then we start ask ourselves, what is it that we’re doing that they would possibly be interested in?  I mean, what is it that we’re engaged in that these folks who we didn’t think that they would be allies would be interested in?  And what is it about how we think that we don’t think of them as allies, but unlikely allies?  It’s a way of thinking.

See, once you start thinking that way, stuff start popping up, all kinds of things begin to happen.  I’ll give you an example: we never would have thought that we would have allies amongst the elderly population, nursing homes.  But we know that there’s a generation gap and we know that elderly people can provide leadership, mentorship and companionship, and we know that young people need mentorship and companionship.  And so we began to start bridging that gap and come to find out, that while young people actually need to speak to people who they should have always been listening to anyway because they come with years of wisdom.  They can get that wisdom while they’re walking them down to the check cashing place to cash their check and help them shop so that they are not victimized by some other young person and set an example for other young persons that our role should be protect our elderly.

So that’s just one of many and we can most certainly talk later.  Another thing you can do is you can talk to me about having a chapter of New Leadership Policy Group in your state and most certainly we have a platform, a comprehensive platform.  It took us two years to do our strategic planning, to put the strategic plan on paper, to begin to start soliciting and identifying folks and doing the research to find out what’s going on around the country and it’s different in every state; it might be the same issues but they play out differently.

And so by putting chapters in different states, it puts us on the ground there and gives us an opportunity to share some best practices that we’ve been able to develop while at the same time begin to get information from you to help continue to improve what it is that we’re doing because, as we all know, the biggest room in the world is the room for improvement.

Question:  Divine, my name is Juanita Fanny (phonetic) and what I’m most concerned about is we have a large incarceration of young people in the community, I’m from Macon, Georgia.

Mr. Pryor:  Okay.

Question:  And just recently we had an election and the guy that headed up the campaign was a person who had been incarcerated before, but he was the one that was able to mobilize the workforce because (indiscernible) who got the degree, they don’t go out into the community.  He has some ambitions that he want to be an elected official but he worries about these people only want me when they need to use me, so in my community, we need a chapter like you have.

We have people who are already ready to do something but, like you say, they can’t get a job so there’s a victim.  But they’re in the Salvation Army and, therefore, when we get ready to go and get 50 people to work on Election Day out in the street, we go in there and get them.  We try to make sure we give some compensation.  

It is so necessary that we help them be where they want to be, not that we take them where they want to go.  So I’m really interested in following up on you and setting up a chapter but what we’re concerned about is the incarcerated and the non-incarcerated and this is personal and they’ll be able to come and resolve because if you’re in the jail because you snatch people’s pocketbooks and you’re standing up and somebody got drugs and then they arrest you for drugs, then you plea because you think you’re going to get that time.  Then you change your mind and say I’m not guilty of that, even my criminal doesn’t dictate that I’m a drug dealer.  I do drugs but I’m not drug dealer and then when you go before the judge, he’s pissed off because you changed your plea.  

So then he puts you back in jail again, but in the meantime, your family is trying to be supportive and they keep going through this cycle with you.  So I’m trying to figure out in other places, those parents of people who are incarcerated, make the contact how do they make contact with a group like yours?

Mr. Pryor:  Well, I’ll tell you, there are a lot of groups and you’re fortunate because our first chapter is going to be set up in about 60 days in Atlanta, Georgia, with the National Association for Radical Prison Reform, under the leadership of Chairperson Elaine Brown, the former chairwoman of the Black Panther Party.  And they have 100 acres of land in Griffin, Georgia that has to be used specifically to help people coming out of prison.

So they’re going to be actually the first chapter that we announce coming out of Atlanta and so I can make that connection for you.  Let me get the young lady here and then I’ll get right to you; go ahead, I’ll get right to you.

Question:  I’m from Milwaukee, Wisconsin and we have folks and we have major problems that in the last six months, it’s been about seven or eight shootings and police killings of young men and one was my grandson.  But, however, the situation is that I’d like to talk to you further because I think that somehow these young men, who are stopped by policeman, need to learn how to interchange safely.

I don’t know what practice they need to be taught as to where they’re supposed to have their hands because the first thing the police say is my life was in danger because he had his hands in his pocket or what have you; these are some things that real and they’re happening.

And the other thing that is so many of them are being stopped for minor traffic violations, many of them have little babies out there, but what is really happening to them is that they get put in jail because they owe child support.  When they do get out of jail, they can’t pay the tickets, they’re back in jail again and it goes on and on.  So I personally would like to talk to you of you and my son.

Mr. Pryor:  I’ll tell you something, we’re working on a response to that.  We’re doing something that’s quite innovative, we do a lot of innovative stuff, by the way.  Child support payments are proportionate to your income and what happens is if you go to prison and you’re in prison for a long period of time, those child support payments accumulate so that when you come home, you have an extraordinary debt.

What we have done is we’re speaking to the National Judicial Court in Reno, Nevada to ask them to begin to start talking about allowing people who are incarcerated to continue to pay child support, but guess what, it will be proportionate to the amount of money they make in prison, which is nothing.  That would only be a symbolic gesture, of course, but they would be within the law and I would be paying my child support so that I have not accumulated a burden that I can’t overcome when I return home anyway.

And I can give you a response to all of that stuff and we will do that as we communicate.  That’s how we think about issues, that’s the reason why I maintain the position that we have a unique approach to problem solving.  We think of things in ways that other folks don’t even think of and it’s legal because the formula for calculating child support is (1) that it’s proportionate to your income.  So if I’m in prison and I’m only making $1 a day and you’re saying, let’s just say, for instance, you have to take 10 percent.  Okay, take your 10 cents, I’ve paid my child support.  Now, I would prefer people to support their children; you’re supposed to support your kids and that’s a whole another issue, deadbeat dads.

But what I’m saying is in order for us to reduce the consequences, the collateral consequences of incarceration, we have to find ways up front to prevent in the back you not being able to overcome hurdles and that’s just one of many ways that it can be done, but we can discuss that further.  

Ms. Works:  I’m going to have to leave and get ready for the luncheon and get that set up, but I did pass out the evaluation, so I would ask you to please fill those out.  I’m going to have someone bring some extra copies down here since we ran out.  But thank you all so much for coming and I just wanted to also remind you that this afternoon at 1:30 p.m., we’re presenting a session on the collateral consequences of criminal convictions, myself and MacGregor Smythe (phonetic) and Sister Maya (phonetic) here, so we hope to see you guys at that session also.  Always, Divine, I thank you so much.

Mr. Pryor:  Thank you.  Let me take her in the back, then I’ll get you and then I’ll come up to you; go ahead, Delores.

Question:  I wish I could take you to Houston.  It is possible that you could come to Houston because we need you there.  Our laws there are ridiculous; we have young men who are out of prison, cannot find a prison, can’t go to school, got to pay child support, if they don’t pay child support, they go back to jail.  We just don’t know what to do there, we need help.

Mr. Pryor:  I’ll tell you what we can do and what everyone in this room from your respective states and I’ll see to it that you have my information.  If you email me and say that you’re interested in coming out to do some work, I’ll tell you how to do it.

The criteria that we’re using to set up the chapters is we will prefer not recreate the wheel.  First of all, we’re at the City University of New York at Medgar Evers.  We’re a part of the historical black college and university network.  Everywhere in the country where there’s a historical black college and university, we will eventually be there because we know outside of those colleges and universities, there are communities of color and that’s one way of us being cost-effective, building on an existing infrastructure.

But if, in fact, there is a state where there is no historical black college or university and you want to set up, then we want to have a CBO that’s willing to sponsor a chapter of the New Leadership Policy Group.  We would prefer that person to be a person formerly incarcerated, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be because we have a lot of our allies.

Our national advisory board are comprised of folks who are not formerly incarcerated but are our allies, and they’re lawyers and doctors and a number of folks.  So this is not exclusive but we understood that the leadership for this movement, and there is a movement going on around this country, has to be led by formerly incarcerated folks and need to be informed by people who are currently incarcerated and their families and then branched out from there.

It would not make sense for it to be led by anyone else and so we’re maintaining that.  So by setting up a chapter and getting someone to sponsor it is how you can get us in and the quicker we can do that the quicker we can get in.  We’ll identify someone out there and send them there.  Maya, you had a question?

Maya:  Yeah.

Mr. Pryor:  I’m going to get everyone.

Question:  I just want to make one more comment.  I’m from Neighborhood Defender Services in Harlem; we’re a public defender and we’re really now trying to prioritize reaching out to groups like Divine Pryor’s and others and we feel it’s the responsibility of public defenders to inform their clients that there are these collateral consequences.

You’re not just accepting a plea that’s going to have your incarceration; sometimes it’s no incarceration.  Sometimes you think you’re getting out, it’s time service and then, all of a sudden you get out and you realize your housing is in jeopardy.  So I encourage all of you guys to really engage your public defenders and the civil legal services folks, who are also doing this.  Try to create coalitions of all of those people around these issues because it really impacts everybody.

Mr. Pryor:  She’s 100 percent correct.

Question:  I have three things for you and the first is a number of years back, I was in Austin.  My name is James and I’m with the Lone Star Legal Aid Client Co-Agenda from Waco, Texas.   I know all of the jokes about barbecue, ranches and [indiscernible].  I was in Austin at a meeting and they passed out a book about so square and it was entitled, The Little Black for Survival and it said almost all of the things you’re saying, of all of the concerns and some people here say it, of how to survive in the greater hostile law enforcement age.  I’ve got a copy of it at home; I will send it to you and anyone else.

Mr. Pryor:  Please do.

Question:  The publisher, I’m not going to buy one and send it to everybody.  The other thing is I gave this to a commissioner who happens to be an American of African extraction and he searched his soul and hired a formerly incarcerated person.  And this commissioner runs a weekly forum and I said, well, you’ve got this thing you call Black Leadership Forum, but that term is actually [indiscernible] call a person a felon.  It’s almost like you won’t say it is, whereas I will, but I used to jump out of airplanes in the Navy, so I don’t really care.  The man that will call you a nigger, will call you a felon and ex-con.  For those of you who didn’t know what the “N” word was, I will attempt to be a soldier; that’s what the man meant. 

But the other thing is, Commissioner Gibson bought this [indiscernible] and then he’d get up there and do the same thing you’re doing, and he said, I am not going to apologize for what I have done because it was wrong.  I’ve paid my debt to society and now I’m working on a job; all I want is a chance.  And I think that that is...

Mr. Pryor:  And you raise an excellent point, probably later on, I’m going to try and see if I can get a little room later so we can gather together maybe before this thing is over.  But some folks feel that you haven’t paid your debt and that’s a strong debt.

Question:  I just wanted to know where I can get in touch with you later or get a number or something.  In Massachusetts, a lot of the people are serving their time and getting paroled.  The people are getting incarcerated that are brought in that are allowed to have paroled, are now being required to pay at least $50 a month in order to stay on their parole.  If they do not pay that $50 a month, they will be sent back to prison and this policy, just like someone told me about it when I was on my way to another conference, when I told the Massachusetts Proliferal Legal Program, they knew nothing about it.

The legislators had pushed through this thing without too much of anyone knowing about it.  And see, that’s another thing that we’re handling in Massachusetts and I wish to get your information so that you can tell me how we can get started on getting a chapter.

Mr. Pryor:  That’s an issue that’s been going on.  I actually have a stepson who is in prison and I sent him, a few months ago, $100 and so I asked him did he receive it.  And he said, well, the facility received it but they took it because I got a $300 surcharge, and until that’s paid, every dime you send, they take.  These people took my money, so you know I was hot so that’s a whole another issue; your issue is 100 percent right on point.  I’m going to get to you, let me get to Ann and then I got a young lady here and then I got you; go ahead, Ann.

Question:  We just had an election, a local election; it was absolutely proven, ahead of time, that if we got the poor communities to vote, we could get in many African Americans, Latino and poor people to be elected.  And, yet, we couldn’t get the vote out and that could make so much difference, for example, if you wanted a drug court, that would have a lot to do with your city council.  This was announced on the community radio everyday and, yet, in the end, we couldn’t get people; do you have any suggestions?

Mr. Pryor:  Yeah, we know how to get them out but the strategy is a little too complex to get into now, but we can discuss it.  In New York City, the co-founder of the New Leadership Policy Group, my partner, Eddy Ellis, has a radio talk show on Saturdays on WABI Radio, which we also use as another way to get information out, and we’re working very closely with a number of organizations, one in particular, De Most (phonetic) about that whole vote.

See, there are two things: you first have to get people to register to vote and the general African American and Latino population don’t have the best record for voting.  But you first have to get them to register to vote and then they have to have a reason to vote, and people try to lump that all together.

It doesn’t work that way; let’s do the first thing first and then once I get you registered, let me give you all of the reasons why.  See, people right now don’t have a lot of faith in the political system.  I mean, we got a lot of work to do, we have to launch a public education campaign, community mobilization, community development, organizing.  This is a bunch of work to do and I like to get a little sleep every now and then.  I’d love to talk about that and, yes, we do have some things that we want to.  Let me get the woman here, then I got you and I’m going to get everyone, trust me.  Let’s go.

Question:  I’m Reverend Johnson from Baltimore, Maryland.  I have a contact in Baltimore for you.  I’m going to give you my card, I have a young ministry that is interested in what you’re doing.  I’ll give you my card and you can call me and then I’ll get you to him.

Mr. Pryor:  Okay, good; you got it.  I’ll make sure to give you mine, as well.  

Question:  I’m from Minneapolis, Minnesota and they are building a lot of prisons.  It’s a small city way out where it’s economically feasible for the people that’s running these cities.  And inside of these prisons they have industries that will hire these former prisoners that are in there now, they will hire them inside of prison and then when they come out, they don’t, and they’re making millions and millions of dollars, and that’s one of the things.  Then another thing is it’s like the police in that area are pitting people against people.  They’ll pull somebody and then they will persuade a person to talk, trick them, and then that’s another person.  They’d rather give them a felony than to give them a misdemeanor.

Mr. Pryor:  Well, what you’re saying is right, but, you know what, does it surprise you?  I mean, divide and conquer is old.  One of the things I got to say, see, and I understand that there are a lot of forces out there.  But as soon as we take personal responsibility and empower ourselves, a lot of these things we can prevent and avoid.  When I was in prison, I didn’t meet one innocent person in the whole prison.  Can you imagine that?

Every single person that was in prison was minding their business, walking down the street, and for no reason, the police came.  Now, you know that’s not true.  So, first, we got some work we need to do but there’s some other work, so there’s a lot of work that has to be done.

First of all, we have to officially close.  Let me thank you all for giving me the opportunity to speak to you all.

[Applause]

Mr. Pryor:  Now, I’m going to stay until the person leave; I can always get lunch, so I’m going to stay.

Question:  What’s your email address?

Mr. Pryor:  Sure.  For those who are interested, my email address –

Female Voice:  We’re going to post it.

Mr. Pryor:  Okay, they said they’re going to post it but I’m going to give it anyway, Dpryor@ADAPTnet.org.

[End of side B] [End of speech] [End of transcript]
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