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Reentry is the process by which incarcerated
persons return to the community. The reentry
process should begin at arrest and continue
through community reintegration. Ninety-five
percent of offenders will eventually return to the
community.”

Returning to the community from prison
can be a challenging process as
individuals face barriers to basic supports
such as housing and employment.

PRIORITY ISSUES

e Successful reentry benefits the public at large in that Travis County is one of the top five counties of
release for the Texas Department of Criminal Justice.

e Unstable housing is a major cause of recidivism since, with each move after prison, a person’s likeli-
hood of re-arrest increases by 25%.

e Employment is critical to the successful reentry of individuals returning from prison as only 13% of
those employed after release return to prison within a year.

¢ Sixty-one percent of our local homeless population reported having been in jail or prison.

WHo I1s COMING BACK?

Over the past six years there has been a

steady increase in the number of inmates TDCJ Releases to Travis County by Original
within the Texas Department of Criminal Offense - Fiscal Year 2007
Justice (TDCJ), bringing the current popu- Other

lation total to 156,070,% second only to Offenses

California.® Travis County has a high num- 417 (14%)

ber of inmates who have completed their
time and are returning to life in our com-

munity. In fiscal year 2008, 3,084 inmates Violent Drug
who were originally convicted in Travis Offenses Offenseos
County were released from prison. Eventu- 514 (17%) 1,336 (44%)

ally, most of the 5,375 inmates from Travis
County still housed within TDCJ will also

be released, many with plans to return to Property

our community.  These individuals are Offenses

primarily male. From 1997-2007 Travis 777 (25%)

County sent approximately 15,964 males The “Other Offense” category includes non-violent offenses that do not fit
and 1,613 females to prison.” On average, within the other categories.

ex-offenders are 35 years old and have

about a 10th-grade education.® In 2007 58% of the inmates released to Travis County were not under
any f(;rm of supervision or parole which prevents them from accessing the typical parole reentry ser-
vices.

WHY DOES REENTRY MATTER?

Successful reentry benefits public safety. Well designed transitioning initiatives that provide supports to
offenders as they reenter the community reduces victimization, lowers recidivism rates, and breaks the
cycle of involvement in the criminal justice system.® In 2003, the recidivism rate for Texas prisoners was
approximately 28%.° Additionally, the financial effect of successful reentry is a reduction of money spent

* For the purposes of this document, reentry from incarceration refers only to ex-offenders who served time in a state prison.
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on the correctional piece of our public safety system. Currently TDCJ incarcerates more than 150,000 indi-
viduals on an annual budget in excess of $2.5 billion."® While TDCJ spends approximately $40.06 per day
per offender for incarceration, community supervision only B Er

costs $2.27 per day per offender."’ ; :

When ex-offenders successfully transition back to their commu-
nity, they have positive personal outcomes related to substance
abuse, employment, stable housing, health, and family relation-
ships.12 Ex-offenders reconnecting with their families provides
stability for their children. Parental incarceration affects 1 in
every 40 children.”™ In 2005 the Seedling Foundation conserva-
tively estimated that as many as 2,000 AISD children have a
parent in prison." When parents go to prison, most families
experience financial losses or incur additional financial ex-
penses. Given the financial and social stressors they face,
caregivers living in the community and parents in prison may
not be able to provide the nurturing, care and guidance that
children need. Without the support and attention of these
adults, children’s own emotional issues can be exacerbated.
These children also face social stigma and shame when a fam-
ily member is incarcerated.'® Ultimately, 1 in 10 of those chil-
dren will be incarcerated themselves by the time they reach
adulthood."®

WHAT BARRIERS AND CHALLENGES DO EX-OFFENDERS
FACE?

Ex-offenders face many barriers and challenges such as ac-
quiring identification, meeting their own basic needs, and ob-
taining support services. In addition they are plagued by
popular myths which makes their successful transition into the
community more challenging. A few of these myths are dis-
cussed below.

With adequate resources, a
family member returning from prison
is better equipped to provide nurturing
care and guidance to the children in
their lives.

HousING

Myth: Anyone can find housing.

Fact: For hundreds of ex-offenders returning to Travis County, the question of where they will live upon re-
entry is immediate and critical. Where, and under what circumstances, an ex-offender ultimately winds up liv-
ing has a direct impact on their ability to re-establish family connections and the accessibility of employment
and services. If ex-offenders do not have family to return to, then their options are impacted by landlord will-
ingness to rent to them, private and public housing restrictions, and affordability. Landlords and public hous-
ing authorities reserve the right to deny housing to persons with criminal backgrounds, and many use criminal
background checks as a serious consideration in determining the approval of an application for a rental prop-
erty.”” Assuming that ex-offenders can find a place that will accept their criminal history, then they must con-
cern themselves with the issue of affordability. In addition to there being an overall lack of affordable housing
in Travis County, most prisoners leave prison without enough money for a security deposit on an apartment.1

As a result, former offenders are at risk for homelessness. This has important consequences for society at
large. Ex-offenders are more likely to re-offend if they do not find accommodation upon release.” In one
study, more than a third of inmates returning to Travis County stated that they did not know where they would
go upon release.?’ Jobless and unable to afford rent, former offenders may drift from homeless shelters to the
couches of friends to low-rent hotels. This lack of stability creates an environment in which crimes flourish.
With each move after release from prison, a person’s likelihood of rearrest increases by 25%.%

EMPLOYMENT

Myth: People leaving prison don’t want to work.

Fact: A study of Texas prisoners revealed that 93% felt that finding a job after release was important. Only
15% of respondents reported that they already had a job lined up on the outside. At the same time, most
respondents who did not already have jobs lined up thought they would need some help or a lot of help in



finding a job.?? In a study of prisoners returning to Travis County, 71.5% wanted to improve their educa-
tional and vocational abilities by getting more education and job training after release in addition to ac-
quiring a job.23 Employment is critical to the successful reentry of individuals returning from prison as
only 13% of those employed after release return to prison within a year.?* Travis County and the City of
Austin have demonstrated their commitment to enhancing public safety by implementing effective reen-
try policies that will assist persons with criminal histories to transition successfully back into the commu-
nity. In 2008 both of these governmental entities removed a significant employment barrier by moving
the question about criminal history off of employment applications and to a later stage in the hiring proc-
ess.?® While this was an important accomplishment, much work remains within other employment sec-
tors where this barrier still exists. Most local private sector employers have not removed this employment
barrier from their hiring practices. Ex-offenders in Travis County who do become employed often earn
minimum wage with average yearly
earnings of only $12,636 before tax

2 Mental lliness Prevalence Rates
deductions.?®

BEHAVIORAL HEALTH

Myth: People with mental illness and
developmental disabilities are violent
and dangerous. 47

. . W TDCJ
Fact: The majority of people with men- Population
tal illness who are arrested and incar- 37
cerated are low-level, nonviolent of- General
Population

fenders who are essentially exhibiting 21
symptoms of untreated mental ill-
ness.”’ Prisons have essentially be- 11
come default mental health facilities as
institutional health care has declined Bpoar " T —
and community-based mental health Disorder Depression

services remain severely under-
funded.?® As a result, mental illness is
more prevalent among Texas’ incarcerated population than it is among our general population (see chart
at right).?® From 2006-2008 approximately 931 prisoners who had either major depression, bipolar disor-
der, schizophrenia, or a developmental disability were released to Travis County.*® Returning to the
community with mental health issues can further complicate life for ex-offenders, whether they are re-
ceiving services or not. Overall, offenders with mental illnesses have poorer outcomes related to hous-
ing and employment after release. They also have comparatively lower levels of family support, which
studies show is critical for their successful reintegration into the community.®’

0.7%

University of Texas Medical Branch at Galveston, 2008

Myth: More than anything else, drug addiction is
a character flaw.

Fact: Continued use of addictive drugs changes
your brain typically resulting in compulsive and
even uncontrollable drug use.*> More than 80%
of state prison inmates have indications of seri-
ous drug or alcohol involvement. Ex-offenders
who use alcohol or drugs are more likely to re-
turn to prison. This creates a difficult cycle
whereby inmates with substance abuse issues
remain separated from the mainstream commu-
nity and confront greater challenges to integra-
tion, including having to create reliable ties

with new support networks and addressing

health and social needs.*® Substance abuse Evidence demonstrates that faith and
treatment in prison, which continues once an spirituality guide the process of reentry. A
ex-offender returns to the community, can as- study of Texas inmates found that those who
sist with successful reentry. Studies show participated in a faith-based program were 60%
drug treatment reduces drug use by 40-60% less likely to be reincarcerated.”

and can significantly decrease criminal activity
during and after treatment. There is also evidence that drug addiction treatment improves the prospects
for employment, with gains of up to 40% after treatment.*




WHAT CAN THE COMMUNITY DO TO HELP?

¢ Encourage public investment at both the state and local levels for programs to prepare people for re-
entry while they are in prison and for post-release services.

e If you are a landlord, explore partnerships with parole or probation agencies to provide supervised
housing.

e If you are an employer or housing provider, review your agency’s practices to make them more inclu-
sive.

e Explore reentry volunteer opportunities such as mentoring the child of an inmate, working with out-
reach ministries, or volunteering at a prison.

o Donate to a reentry agency or a social service agency that serves this population.

e Share this FAQ with people you know.

¢ Join the Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable or other local efforts to address these priority is-
sues.

WHERE CAN | LEARN MORE?

2-1-1 Central Texas

Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable

Office of Justice Programs: Reentry

The Urban Institute’s Justice Policy Center

Travis County Criminal Justice Planning

The Council of State Governments: Reentry Policy Council

The Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable implements collaborative community-wide strategies for
the effective reintegration of formerly incarcerated persons, thereby reducing recidivism, supporting vic-
tims and promoting public safety in Austin/Travis County. State and local organizations were involved in
the development of this FAQ. For more information, visit http://caction.org/rrt/index.html.
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A“TI““ Austin « Community Justice Council « Integrated Care Collaboration ¢ St. David’'s Commu-
NETWORK ity Health Foundation « St. Edward’s University « Seton Family of Hospitals * University
of Texas at Austin ¢ Travis County ¢ Travis County Healthcare District *
United Way Capital Area » Workforce Solutions-Capital Area

This document was produced by CAN staff in cooperation with the Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable. Copies are available at
www.caction.org. Questions should be directed to Chantel Bottoms, chantel.bottoms@austinisd.org or (512)414-0327.
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