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The purpose of our group was to advocate for the thousands of children in our State who have an incarcerated parent. House bill 2688 primarily focuses on preventing the Department of Corrections from transferring prisoners, who are parents, to out of state private prisons.  These transfers are being completed for a number of reasons, but primarily in response to the overcrowding issue.  Even though there are 3,600 prisoners in our systems that do not have children, many times the incarcerated parent with children is the one who gets transferred.  When a male inmate, who has participated in extended family visits, regularly participated in parent and teacher conferences, and has had at least six contacts, by phone or visitation, within the previous six months, is transferred out of state, the children are affected tremendously.  In order to decrease recidivism and intergenerational incarceration, children need to have contact with their dads.   It is a privation on any child to have a father incarcerated and not able to have that “normal” relationship, but when their fathers are transferred, the contact between the child and the dad diminishes and soon the concept of “fatherhood” fades from both individuals.  The devastation this creates for the child is emotionally and psychologically traumatic.  Our goal was to persuade our State’s Senators and Representatives to consider these children and families in their decision making.  Although the prison system does not keep records of how many prisoners have children, if the bill passed, we believe thousands of children would benefit.  
As a group, we organized and facilitated an event recruiting students and faculty to rally support around this bill.  We handed out flyers that explained the social injustice of transferring prisoners out of state, along with paper “cell phones” that included needed information about how to contact their own legislators.  The various individuals that were interested in helping to advocate for this bill were brought them over to where we had a letter writing campaign, where we had district maps with the various legislators noted on each in place.  We also had lap top computers set up to assist them find this information by visiting the legislative website.  Through this avenue, we were able to spark interest of many individuals who have never written a legislator or have ever become involved in political action.  If any individuals who stopped by were skeptical about writing an impromptu letter, we had created letter writing templates on each legislative map for this purpose; all that needed to be done was for them to copy each template down and sign their name and put down their address.  In all, we received 75 hand written letters, addressed to 27 different legislators that covered 15 different legislative districts! In addition to our “Take Five Minutes” table, our group traveled to the capital building on NASW lobby day to advocate for our bill.   We had designed and had printed t-shirts that brought additional attention to our bill. Here we were able to hand deliver all 75 hand written letters (in their own typed envelopes) to each and every legislators office.  This particular day was very busy for the lawmakers and the halls of the Senate and House of Representatives were extremely crowded.  It was exciting and rewarding to see firsthand, our government in action.  

House Bill 2688 had its first reading on January 15th and was referred to the Human Services Committee; shortly after, it had its first public hearing and was subsequently sent to appropriations, where it was laid to rest.  

This bill did get a substantial amount of media attention and through the support this bill had been able to establish, the Secretary of the Department of Corrections (DOC) decided implement a policy to eliminate out of state transfers.  In fact, he promised that the 1,200 prisoners that are incarcerated in out-of-state prisons will be brought back home this summer!   

Although House bill 2688 did not make it very far in the legislative process, a victory can still be declared on behalf of the children and families of incarcerated individuals through the policy change of the DOC.  We learned, as a group, that social change can occur if messages are sent out loud and clear to our lawmakers.  We were also able to learn about the processes involved and how to get involved with the decision making process.  Sometimes this process is easy, but other times social justice and change will start merely start as planting a seed and when the time is right, it will blossom and flourish.  
