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 “Nobody wants to hire a convict.” (Focus  group participant) 



OUR COMMUNITY’S PLIGHT 
 
In the Central City East or the area commonly referred to as skid row, community poverty is 
intense, and so is addiction; there is a common belief that a “chicken-or-egg” causal relation-
ship exists between the two.  Moreover, either addiction or poverty - or both - can lead to incar-
ceration.  Yet, as a typical parolee can confirm, prisons don’t provide rehabilitation or drug treat-
ment programs.  Chronic substance abusers, who use drugs in inner city communities like ours, 
continue using in prison; there is no interruption of use.  Drugs are easily accessible and in-
mates use inside the prison for the same reasons that cause them to use outside: to combat the 
stress of a life characterized by poverty, violence, inescapable hopelessness and disenfran-
chisement. The criminal justice system’s singular focus on punishment guarantees that most 
offenders will be as ill-equipped to be productive, law-abiding citizens upon release as they 
were the day they entered prison.  The Little Hoover Commission Report confirms that 
more than 75% of all inmates released on parole have alcohol and/or other drug prob-
lems, while 50% are illiterate and nearly 80% have no jobs. 
 
The United Coalition East Prevention Project’s (UCEPP) effort is to enhance the recovery proc-
ess for those seeking to escape the cycle of addiction, increasing safety and wellness. This bro-
chure is part of a continuing attempt to highlight the multitude of problems confronting our com-
munity and those formerly or currently on parole.  To clarify and better understand those prob-
lems, UCEPP conducted focus groups and one-on-one surveys.  We hope to shed light on 
some of the complex social issues which result in disenfranchisement and incarceration, par-
ticularly for African Americans (83% of survey respondents) and males (89% of survey respon-
dents).  We hope that this report will inform as well as inspire all those who are concerned 
about creating safer and healthier communities.  
 
Our community is the poorest community in the State of California with the nation’s largest 
homeless population.  The streets are teeming with drug activity in the midst of the daily move-
ments of the homeless, women and children, the working poor and people in recovery.  Al-
though our community has a concentration of social services designed to meet their needs, 
these providers are obviously overwhelmed.  Of those individuals surveyed, 87% had a his-
tory of alcohol and/or drug abuse, the drug of choice for most being crack/cocaine.  
 
      
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

It is UCEPP’s contention that there is no logic to spending billions of dollars a year to incarcerate people, over half 
for non-violent drug offenses, from one neighborhood and return them, 18 months later on average, marginalized, 

unskilled and ill equipped to the same unchanged neighborhood. 

WHY THIS MATTERS 
 
Involvement with the criminal 
justice system is a core issue 
in our community, a variable 
that is present in the lives of 
the majority of the people we 
serve.  During the past quar-
ter we attentively read news-
paper reports on the condi-
tion of the California Youth 
Authority as well as the Cali-
fornia Department of Correc-
tions (CDC). 
 
Unfortunately, we have been 
confronted with the challenge 
of sifting through this compli-
cated bureaucracy to better 
understand its implications in 
our community.  What we 
found is disturbing: 
 
• In 2001, 125,991 people 

were paroled from CA 
prisons (Little Hoover 
Commission Report, 
2004).  

 
• Of these parolees, 68% 

were re-parolees and 
43% of these were con-
victed for drug crimes 
(CDC 2001). 

 
• From 1990 to 1996, the 

number of California in-
mates charged with drug 
offenses increased as 
follows: African-
Americans, from 25% to 
48%; Latinos from 20% 
to 25%, and women from 
9% to 14% (Uniform 
Crime Reports 2002). 

 
• Two out of three inmates 

released from CA pris-
ons return to prison be-
fore they complete pa-
role (Little Hoover Com-
mission Report, 2004). 

“For four years I was in prison for sales.  The real dealers are in the same 
places, on the same corners so the people getting busted are the people af-

flicted with the disease of addiction.” * 



 
EXPERIENCES OF INMATES AFTER THEY LEAVE 
 
If the conditions confronting inmates during incarceration are not harsh enough, imagine being 
released from prison and returning to nothing—no job, no home, no family, nothing.  To get any 
assistance from the Department of Corrections with a parole issue there is a chain of command 
that must be followed from the parole officer all the way to Sacramento.  But there are no guar-
antees that help will be provided.  On average it takes one year to receive a response from Sac-
ramento to a complaint about a parole agent.  Some parolees believe that parole officers catego-
rize them either for recidivism or dismissal, and do not assist those they assume will be recidi-
vists.  For example, one parolee says that the agent he has had for two years has never assisted 
him.  The agent has not even provided bus tokens so that the parolee could get back and forth 
for appointments. The agent knows the parolee is an addict but did nothing to help him find a 
rehabilitation program – the parolee found one on his own.  Previously, he relapsed after com-
pleting six months in a program because he had nowhere to go, no California identification, and 
no income.  This parolee is currently homeless, without clothes, and still has no California identi-
fication.  When he asked his agent for help to get his identification, the agent insisted there was 
no money in the budget.  Yet another parolee with the same agent was just given a clothes 
voucher and a hotel voucher.   
 
Many parolees are denied government benefits (i.e. food stamps) or have had them limited or 
sanctioned.  Restrictions are even placed on meager re-entry services like transportation funds 
for vocational rehabilitation.  Some of the female focus group participants have been banned for 
life from receiving government aid. One former parolee, after spending a total of twenty years in 
state penitentiaries doing back breaking manual labor, suffers from degenerative disc disease, 
but is not eligible for state disability benefits.  However, in some cases—like student aid— the 
federal government will grant benefits if the parolee completes a rehabilitation program. 
 
Identification is a big hurdle. The County’s General Relief program won’t accept identification 
issued by the State Department of Corrections, so parolees can’t apply for benefits.  In Califor-
nia, adults over 18 must have identification issued by the State Department of Motor Vehicles to 
work, open a bank account, rent an apartment, almost everything. But no one honors identifica-
tion issued by the State Department of Corrections.  Further, using state issued identification is 
embarrassing. It is difficult to find a job, or to keep from violating the terms of parole.  Parolees 
who have been convicted of felony drug possession are not eligible for General Relief benefits 
for single adults or Temporary Aid to Needy Families benefits for adults with children. 

 
 
 

 
The Central division police station is right in the heart of our community.  The role of the police 
has often been criticized by community members who are frustrated with the overwhelming 
amount of drug activity occurring sometimes right on police property.  The perceived selective 
enforcement of laws results in what we call the criminalization of poverty, as the home-
less and substance addicted are frequently the focus of police attention.  Focus group par-
ticipants spoke of harassment by the police, and the pain of living in poverty.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
*Remarks of focus group participants 

“There is a downtown in every neighborhood.  I tried to do a geographic move, New Orleans, Arkansas deep down 
in the south, drinking, smoking crack just trying to stay away from it.  For black men we can’t run.”*  

WHAT THE DATA TELL US 
 
Regarding housing: 
 
• 84% of respondents 

stated that they receive 
no housing assistance 
that would enable them 
to live in permanent 
housing.   

 
• More than half of those 

surveyed were cur-
rently residing at a 
treatment facility.  This 
was followed by a mis-
sion/shelter and then a 
single room occupancy 
residential hotel. 

 
These responses illustrate 
a process of community 
integration/adaptation in 
which those released from 
prison enter programs or 
mission/shelters to meet 
their housing needs.  Many 
of these individuals are 
classified as homeless and 
some actually live on the 
street. 
 
• Nearly half of those 

surveyed had lived in 
skid row for 3 or more 
years, demonstrating 
that this area is more 
than just a way-station 
for transients and 
those released from 
prison.  Many have 
made this community 
their home. 

 
• 62% of respondents 

identified the lack of 
housing as a barrier to 
finding a job. 

   “With a felony you can’t get no job - you just go back to drug dealing.” *  

   “Where I come from the goal is to 
go to prison.  No one has a job wait-

ing for them when they return.” * 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For many, drug dealing becomes the only viable option for accessing food, clothing, 
and shelter.  For many of the respondents their interaction with the justice system began 
decades ago.  More than half of those surveyed experienced their first incarceration be-
tween the ages of 12 and 18 and for mostly drug-related charges.  Yet counseling was pro-
vided for only 14% of those surveyed. 

 
 
 

 “Parole officers are unresponsive; they make a negative judgment about you based on your jacket (arrest record) 
and treat you negatively.  If you don’t get help with your disease (addiction), you’re just going back.” * 

“People in front of the programs getting high.  
People chopping dope on the steps of LAPD 

Central division, this is a training ground for po-
lice officers.” * 

WHAT THE DATA TELL US 
 
Regarding employment: 
 
Parolees arrive with no jobs 
and very few prospects.   
 
• 76% of respondents 

identified being on parole 
as a barrier to finding a 
job. 

 
• A staggering 89% of re-

spondents were unem-
ployed. 

 
• More than half of those 

surveyed were on Gen-
eral Relief. 

 
There are few places for con-
victed felons to get work, 
although they have a better 
chance if they are off parole.   
 
• 70% of respondents had 

violated parole, mostly 
for failure to report/keep 
an appointment, failure 
to report a job or address 
change, and for (drug) 
testing dirty. 

 
• Of those who had vio-

lated parole, 49% were 
living in skid row when 
they violated.  

 
• Of this group, 57% were 

violated on a technicality, 
i.e. being in the company 
of another known felon, 
or being detained by  
police for questioning, 
and 54% of the cases 
were drug-related. 

 
 
 

“All I knew how to do was get high. It is legal here in skid row. In downtown it 
seems everything that is illegal is legal here. I see my old friends, I cannot get a 

job, I start drinking, am depressed, frustrated.” * 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The current and former parolees surveyed by UCEPP identified the following as priorities for improving the prison/parole 
system: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
SUMMARY 
The recommendations described here speak of a need to change a punitive, dehumanizing process that punishes those 
with problems. The flaw in this approach is that it pushes those who are poor, disenfranchised, and/or addicted further 
away from society.  As survey participants indicated, access to jobs, education and placement/re-entry services are vital 
for anyone attempting to start over in life.  Unfortunately, many parolees never receive the services they need and are 
returned to drug and crime infested communities with fewer opportunities than they had before incarceration.  This has 
become the norm. It is especially harmful for those suffering from addiction.  Instead of receiving adequate services they 
are constantly exposed to drugs and alcohol, and are subjected to more of the stress and trauma that cause people to 
turn to self medicating as a way to ease the pain.  These findings also shine light on larger societal problems of race and 
class.  We are hopeful that this information will stimulate discussion of these issues, and ultimately an improvement in the 
State’s approach to addiction and incarceration. 
 
 

 

PRISON 
• Provide more job training (identified as the greatest 

need). 
 
• Change sentencing laws. 
 
• Provide comprehensive “wrap around” services 

such as rehabilitation and re-entry services. 
 
• More educational programs. 
 
• Provide more treatment/recovery services. 
 
• Reduce prison overcrowding. 
 
• More educational classes, job training, rehabilitative 

services or self help groups. 
 
• Inmates should not be required to make purchases 

from catalogues as prices are grossly inflated. 
 
• Improve medical services and health conditions (i.e. 

obstetrics and gynecology for women). 
 
• Provide structured services for incarcerated moth-

ers (i.e. monthly trips for women & children, different 
phone times, children visiting time). 

 
• Prison should be rehabilitative/restorative and not 

punitive. 
 

PAROLE 
• Create a system of checks and balances to make 

the prison/parolee system more accountable. 
 
• Inmates should be represented by a private entity 

that represents their grievances. 
 
• Decrease parole time. 
 
• Parole department should assist with obtaining 

clothing, job placement, housing, unification with 
children, drug treatment, transportation, identifica-
tion. 

 
• Parole agents need to be trained in mental health, 

substance abuse and other services available in 
the communities to better assist the parolees. 
They should be assigned for the long term and 
turnover should be minimized.  Agents should 
also be subjected to drug testing. 

 
• Prison credentials should be comparable to state 

credentials; inmates should get validation from 
the State for work done while incarcerated. 

 
• Assist parolees with housing, and funds for trans-

portation and schooling. 
 
• Eliminate racial disparities. 
 
• Share what we know with the parole department. 
 

“For poor people of color, the cliché, about staying away from people, 
places and things is not appropriate.”* 

“You can parole to just an address; you can be sent right back to “skid row" if you were arrested 
here, or sent for the first time, even though your home address is in Riverside.” (survey respondent) 
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