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A 
new report from the Ur-

ban Institute proves that 

good family relationships 

are critical to the reentry 

success of ex-off enders returning from 

prison—but many barriers prevent 

families from communicating with 

their incarcerated loved ones. Prison 

visiting hours are restricted, and of-

ten fall during work and school hours. 

Collect calls from prisons can cost 

two to three times the normal rate. 

And because the District of Columbia 

is not a state, it has no state prisons. 

Even code felons have to be sent to a 

federal prison, which can be as close as 

West Virginia or as far as Texas. With 

the price of gas climbing and wages 

stagnant, visiting becomes too costly 

for most low-income families.

To address these problems, advo-

cates from government and non-profi t 

agencies are pushing for reforms that 

will make it easier for off enders to con-

nect with their families during their 

time in prison and after their release.

Th e Divide 
Rhozier “Roach” Brown was serv-

ing a life sentence for murder when he 

found an outlet in theater. After di-

recting over a thousand performances 

of his original work “Inner Voices,” 

Roach was granted parole in 1976. He 

has since advocated for the rights of 

ex-off enders—in voting, housing, and 

employment.

Brown served his sentence at 

the Lorton Reformatory in Fairfax 

County, a short and economical bus 

ride from DC. Lorton closed en-

tirely in 2001, and the thousands of 

DC residents incarcerated there were 

handed over to federal prisons across 

31 states. Now, says Brown, it’s “al-

most impossible” for prisoners to re-

main connected to family. 

“Close family communication 

plays a crucial role in the rehabilitation 

of an inmate,” he said. “But especially 

for folks east of the river who are strug-

gling to survive, visiting and even talk-

ing on the phone is diffi  cult. If a family 

is dealing with unemployment and has 

no income coming in, they can’t aff ord 

the gas to drive to Leavenworth, Kan-

sas, or even accept collect calls from 

their loved ones in prison. Some people 

don’t see their own mother for 5, 10, 20 

years. Th at has a detrimental, devastat-

ing eff ect.” 

Tony Lewis, a Vocational Develop-

ment Specialist with D.C.’s Court Ser-

vices and Off ender Supervision Agen-

cy (CSOSA), stressed the importance 

of family connection despite these ob-

stacles. “Families are a motivator to be 

compliant with supervision, obtain em-

ployment and stay sober. Ex-off enders 

want to be positive contributors to their 

families and don’t want their children 

to follow in their footsteps.”

Parents and Children
Lewis knows intimately what in-

carceration can do to a family. His fa-

ther went to prison for life when Lewis 

was just eight years old. “My world was 

shook to the core,” he said. “To have 

him suddenly removed when I was en-

tering my true formative years was very 

diffi  cult. When a person is taken out 

of your life, and they can’t physically 

contribute in any way, it’s like they’re 

deceased.”

Lewis says he has only seen his fa-

ther three times in 13 years. “It’s almost 

impossible to maintain a relationship 

under those circumstances,” he said.

Our Place DC director Ashley Mc-

Swain says women off enders, usually 

the primary caregivers in a family, bear 

additional hardships. “Prison isolates 

the mother from the lives of the chil-

dren,” she said. “Th ey can’t share in any 

milestones, and can only parent their 

children vicariously, through someone 

else. Women need to be motivated to 

be successful and they lose that motiva-

tion when they can’t see their children 

with regularity. Th ey often give up and 

shut down.”

Lewis, who helps returning off end-

ers fi nd employment, agrees. “Th eir 

children need them and they need their 

children,” he said. “Th ey have to feel 

like they’re living for something.”

McSwain says that when men are 

incarcerated, their partners make sure to 

bring their children to visit them—but 

men do not make a similar eff ort when 

women are sent to prison. “No one is 

stepping up to ensure the women con-

nect with their families,” she said. “Th e 

men don’t support the women like the 

women support the men.”

Th is separation can be as damaging 

to the family as it is to the incarcerated 

parent. Lewis remembers his mother 

battling mental illness from fi nancial 

and emotional stress after his father’s 

incarceration. Children of incarcerated 

parents are more prone to depression, 

and to becoming involved with the 

criminal justice system themselves. 

Liz Ryan from the Campaign for 

Youth Justice says even families who try 

to connect become discouraged. “Th ere 

is no network to help families navigate 

the criminal justice system,” she said. 

“Once someone goes into the system, 

the family is not seen as part of the 

solution. Families get no information 

or support that would help them deal 

with the fact that their family member 

is incarcerated.” 

Lewis added that parents return-

ing from prison fi nd it nearly impos-

sible to reconnect with their children. “I 

hear from a lot of the guys I work with 

that they don’t have enough authority 

or respect with their kids to be a good 

parent. Th ere’s a lot of resentment. Th e 

kids say, ‘You left me. You’ve never seen 

me learn how to ride a bike, or go on a 

date, or graduate. Th e trauma I felt was 

because you weren’t here.’ Sometimes, 

the child has to become the parent.” 

No One to Turn To
Th e Urban Institute’s “Untapped 

Role of Family” report found that 87 

percent of returning ex-off enders have 

at least one close family member they 

could rely on—a much higher percent-

age than most experts assumed. 

“Everyone has this picture in their 

minds of the typical person leaving 

prison having no support network 

whatsoever,” said Urban Institute’s Jus-

tice Policy Center director Nancy La 

Vigne. “When we presented our re-

search to a group of service providers, 

they said, ‘Your data must be wrong. 

Th ese people have burned all the 

bridges with their families.’”

While service providers are pleased 

that a large majority of ex-off enders 

have family they can turn to for hous-

ing, food and emotional support, 13 

percent have no one. Sometimes their 

relatives have died, or moved away, and 

sometimes the prisoner is transferred 

to so many diff erent facilities that 

they lose touch with family. Th e report 

shows that this 13 percent has a greater 

likelihood of post-release substance 

use, unemployment, and recidivism.

“Some people come home to noth-

ing,” said Lewis. “Th eir support system 

is gone. Th ey don’t know who they’ll 

stay with. Th ey don’t know how they’ll 

get their necessities, let alone be com-

pliant with supervision, and fi nd a job. 

Th ey go into survival mode, and be-

come desperate.”

Th e rapid gentrifi cation and de-

velopment sweeping the District, says 

Lewis, can make this transition even 

more disorienting. “Th ey’re coming 

home to a foreign city,” he said. “It’s 

not just that their family is gone; their 

neighborhood is gone too.”

Building Bridges and Bonds
Approximately 2,000 men, women 

and children come back to the District 

of Columbia out of federal prison every 

year. With the federal government cut-

ting, not adding, programs for off end-
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ers and ex-off enders, individual or-

ganizations have stepped in to meet 

families’ needs. 

Our Place DC has a popular 

program that takes family mem-

bers once a month to visit prisons 

in West Virginia and Connecticut 

where many women from DC 

are serving time. Th ey and other 

groups are pushing for faster and 

cheaper ways of communicat-

ing with prisoners, and the Fed-

eral Bureau of Prisons is currently 

looking into video conferencing 

for DC code felons. McSwain has 

also begun conversations with DC 

delegate Eleanor Holmes Nor-

ton to have a local penitentiary, 

so that off enders can stay better 

connected with their families and 

communities. Norton has fought 

for years to establish a facility ex-

clusively for male and female DC 

code felons close enough for regu-

lar family contact.

Th e Campaign for Youth Jus-

tice is lobbying to create a com-

munity stakeholder committee 

that includes family members, to 

advise the government on pro-

grams inside and outside prisons. 

Based on his personal ex-

perience and his years of work-

ing with CSOSA, Lewis says his 

work helping ex-off enders fi nd 

employment is about families too. 

“Ex-off enders have to have gain-

ful employment so their children 

see model of what it means to be 

an adult,” he explained. “Growing 

up, I never saw a man go to work, 

only being involved in criminal 

activity in some way, like pushing 

drugs or guns. Seeing your parent 

get up every morning and put on a 

uniform and go to work has a very 

positive eff ect.” 

Lewis admits that the family 

challenges facing ex-off enders are 

“much bigger than what CSOSA 

can tackle alone,” so the agency 

seeks out as many partnerships 

as it can with non-profi ts, service 

providers, and the faith communi-

ty. Th ese groups, in turn, reach out 

to ex-off enders and their families.

“Th e families know better 

than anyone what’s happening 

in the justice system,” said Ryan. 

“Th ings aren’t going to change 

unless families are given an equal 

voice.”  ●●
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Two blocks from the Potomac Ave. Metro stop, the new Harris Teeter and the Anacostia
Waterfront riverwalk. Near Pennsylvania Ave retail corridor, Eastern Market and Barracks Row

6000 sq. ft. vacant lot
on Capitol Hill

Rare Opportunity at a Great Location!

For more information, email
tkaupp@cbmove.com or
kkaupp@cbmove.com or call
202-741-1699

3 buildable lots totalling 6000 sq. ft.,
3 two family flats or up to 6 condos
possible. Blueprints available
(McAllister Architects); 10' Easement
provides all lots with parking.
13,000sf GBA. $950K

Molly Malone’s

713 8th Street SE  •  (202) 547-1222

www.mollysdc.com

MEET Molly’s NEW CHEF!

Molly’s Malone’s welcomes Executive Chef 

Brendan Tharp, formerly of Blue Hill Tavern.

Chef Tharp is introducing a new

exciting menu that includes his signature 

lamb shank and Irish potatoes, hardy

Guinness Stew, and a variety of new

sandwiches and new brunch items.

Pub Fare will

Never Be The Same!




