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NARAL Pro-Choice Maryland urges the House Judiciary Committee a favorable report on HB0801
Correctional Services - Prerelease Unit for Women - Facilities and Services (Gender — Responsive
Prerelease Act) sponsored by Delegate Charlotte Crutchfield.

Our organization is an advocate for women'’s health, rights, and justice. Currently in Maryland, our justice
system is lacking a supportive and comprehensive prerelease program for our incarcerated women. In order to
provide these individuals with a safe, positive, and constructive reentry into society, there is a need to
establish gender — responsive education to incarcerated persons in prerelease programs.

The population of our incarcerated are separated by gender, which makes the overall experience of prison
different for men and women.! Maryland’s correctional services must acknowledge this difference and offer
gender — responsive prerelease units to the incarcerated women of their state. Women and men often do not
commit the same crimes - or for the same reasons - and as a result they face different challenges upon release.
While women do commit violent crimes, the majority are convicted of substance abuse violations, theft, and
other nonviolent crimes.i This often leads to difficulties during reentry involving, but not limited to, mental
health, substance use disorder, and homelessness.

Mental health is a pressing matter that affects incarcerated women marginally more than men, as
approximately sixty-eight percent of women report having a previous mental illness before incarceration, often
linked to sexual trauma.ii If these women do not have access to resources before and during release, they often
develop more complex mental health needs."” They risk adverse experiences during their reentry into society;
not only do they have to worry about issues they were facing before incarceration, but worsened mental health
as well. Substance abuse is a major issue for women, “[d]rug abuse is the primary reason women enter
prison.”v Not only is it the primary reason for incarceration, but substance abuse remains one of the largest
struggles for women during incarceration. Without offering women the programs needed to overcome their
addiction and substance abuse the rate of recidivism in Maryland will continue to rise.

Individuals who have been incarcerated are up to ten times more likely to be homeless than people who have
never been imprisoned." When we look at housing after reentry, those who cannot find suitable arrangements
for both themselves and sometimes their families, they will often return to abusive relationships out of
necessity." Approximately 42% of women are the only parent living with their minor child prior to their
arrest."ii The large majority of incarcerated women are single mothers who have been victims of domestic
and/or sexual assault.x The mental toll this takes on incarcerated women is something that the majority of men
will not experience before incarceration. However, when the subject of housing is discussed in some pre-
release units, women are encouraged to have a plan involving a man, whether he is economically stable or
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not.x The issue with this is that not only does it encourage women to return to unhealthy relationships, but it
also encourages them to rely on someone else for shelter with no back-up plan in cases where the relationship
turns sour. This is an area of homelessness that directly impacts women and in most cases is not being
addressed.

The focus of our correctional facilities should be on reform and rehabilitation, not punitive measures. The rates
of recidivism for women are rising and we are neglecting to address this issue. For these reasons, NARAL Pro-
Choice Maryland urges a favorable Committee Report on HB0801 Correctional Services — Prerelease Unit for
Women - Facilities and Services (Gender Responsive Prerelease Act); as well as HB0828, Corrections -
Women'’s Prerelease Unit — Requirements (Women'’s Prerelease Equity Act). Thank you for your time and
consideration of this bill.
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