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NARAL Pro-Choice Maryland urges the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee a favorable report on
SB0683 Corrections — Women'’s Prerelease Unit — Requirements (Women'’s Prerelease Equity Act), sponsored
by Senators Mary Washington and Jeff Waldstreicher.

Our organization is an advocate for reproductive health, rights, and justice. Thus, we strive to ensure all
incarcerated women are fully and equitably supported in their various roles post-incarceration. Equity must
involve centering the unique needs of women themselves, as opposed to placing women into existing systems
not designed for them. It is essential to an incarcerated woman'’s reproductive freedom that she can access
community healthcare resources, contraception when needed, pregnancy care, and parenting support.
Acknowledging that 62% of women incarcerated in state prisons have at least one child under 18 to care for,!
job readiness training will help support future work and income stability. Additionally, women have the right
to parent their children and care for their families, particularly since 42% of women incarcerated in state
prisons were the only parent living with their minor children in the month prior to arrest.! This highlights the
drastic need for legal services to achieve family reunification and reinstatement of custody rights post-
incarceration. Thus, we advocate for policies that aim to support the health, wellbeing, and preparedness of
incarcerated women when they exit incarceration.

Currently, Maryland does not operate a pre-release and minimum-security facility for women, though it
operates several for incarcerated men. The vacant Brockbridge Correctional facility, which served as a former
minimum-security prison for men, is being converted into a pre-release, re-entry center for both men and
women.l Services will focus on job training, education, and family mediation. Among existing pre-release
centers that serve mainly men, most offer unstandardized, varied services, none of which are specifically
designed for the needs of incarcerated women. Currently, re-entry services for women are only offered within
a singular unit in Maryland Correctional Institute for Women (MCIW). In recent decades, women'’s
incarceration has grown at twice the pace of men’s incarceration. Without proper support offered during
incarceration, recidivism rises: 77% of female state prisoners in the United States were arrested at least once
during the 9 years following their release."
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Achieving pre-release status requires incarcerated women to have excellent records
of behavior and conduct within the facility. Only 28% of women in state prisons are
incarcerated for violent offenses.” At MCIW, as many as 1 in 10 women have
achieved pre-release status, but as many as 30% of those women have not been
assigned to a work opportunity." The Baltimore Sun Editorial Board published a
commentary in early February calling for incarcerated women to receive more
services prior to transitioning back into everyday life, since “women need a fair shot
at succeeding outside of prison just as much as men do. There are no more excuses
for prison systems to ignore women or lump them in with men.”# Without a specific

intersectional and equitable focus on needs, facilities are leaving incarcerated Figure 1: Image by Hanna Barczyk
women, especially pregnant and parenting incarcerated women, all the more
vulnerable to harm and concern (see Figure 1vi).

Re-entry services for women should be responsive to the challenges faced by incarcerated women. Both
economic development—since poverty is the strongest predictor of recidivism"ii—and housing stability, given

that women without stable housing may be pressured™ into returning to abusive partners or family situations,
are essential to support. Additionally, trauma can contribute to the pathway to incarceration for women.
Recommended interventions include addressing substance use and mental health concerns, promoting healthy
relationships, and establishing community services that are comprehensive as well as collaborative.x Because
many substance use treatment programs were originally designed for men, substance use treatment is more
effective when focusing on the factors unique to incarcerated women.x Without proper support in the re-entry

process, incarcerated women experience “high-risk stresses,” including reconnecting with family, finding
housing and employment, healthcare, substance use treatment, and mental health treatment.x

In 2011, the Maryland Taskforce on Prisoner Reentry recommended the creation of a comprehensive Re-Entry

Initiative that includes education, job skill training, treatment programming, and transition to county facilities
to be closer to community resources and family members.xi SB0683, in direct alignment with the
recommendations of the Maryland Taskforce on Prisoner Reentry, calls for the direct development of a pre-
release unit solely for women which provides comprehensive rehabilitative services—educational
opportunities, vocational skills development, employment training, extended family leave, and treatment for
substance use and mental health concerns. Recidivism has been shown to reduce following the provision of life
skills programming and focusing on improving employment outcomes, particularly when combined with
increased social support, interagency collaboration, and administrative oversight.xi

Pre-release best supports re-entering community members and the larger community when services are
offered close to home. SB0683 allows the granting of participation in community activities, volunteer work,
special leave, compassionate leave, and making personal or family visits. The necessity of family reunification
is well-established in literature by various researchers (Carter et al, 2006;,4v Brown and Bloom, 2009;* Wright et
al, 20127~ and the National Institute of Justice, 2012, among others) as key to supporting incarcerated
women, particularly due to the trauma of parents being separated from their children. Because civic and
community participation directly impact a woman’s levels of social support and help re-establish her role in
the community, it is likely that recidivism would be reduced. In a Baltimore Sun op-ed, Molly Amster called for
a women'’s pre-release center to directly help women connect to their lives prior to incarceration. Amster wrote
that women need “connections they have made during pre-release to serve them —connections to jobs, to
housing for themselves and their children, and to mental health care and drug treatment.”*ii By standardizing
support services designed for the needs of women, the State of Maryland will further support its incarcerated
women prior to re-entry and allow for the re-development of women’s community-based connections.
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For the above reasons, NARAL Pro-Choice Maryland urges a favorable committee report on SB0683. In
accordance with a favorable issuance, we further urge the House Judiciary Committee to issue a favorable
report on SB0684, Correctional Services — Prerelease Unit for Women — Facilities and Services (Gender-
Responsive Prerelease Act). Thank you for your time and consideration in improving women’s health,
wellbeing, and lives following incarceration.
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