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SUBJECT

Instituting Contact Visits at King County Jails for Children and Their Incarcerated Parents

SUMMARY

This briefing is intended to describe the benefits from allowing contact visits between children and their incarcerated parents.  A panel of experts will describe the potential impact of this type of visit on the parent’s reentry back into the community after jail and the attendant reductions in recidivism.  In addition, the panel members will talk about the benefits of these types of visits have for the children and other family members of the incarcerated parents. 

BACKGROUND

The King County Department of Adult and Juvenile Detention (DAJD) operates one of the largest detention systems in the Pacific Northwest.  The department is responsible for the operation of two adult detention facilities--the King County Correctional Facility in Seattle and the Maleng Regional Justice Center (MRJC) in Kent—with over 35,000 bookings a year and an average daily population of 1,987 pre- and post-adjudicated felons and misdemeanants (March 2017).  The average daily population of the department’s Seattle facility is approximately 1,169 inmates and about 818 inmates housed each day at the MRJC.  The average length of stay for inmates in the county’s jail is about 20 days (however, this is an average and the majority of inmates have significantly shorter stays of 24 to 72 hours).

As part of its operation of the two adult and one juvenile detention facilities, the department must comply with the U.S. and State Constitutions, along with federal and state law that mandate that inmates be held in a safe and secure manner.  In addition, the Constitution and federal and state laws require that all inmates have access to medical services, programs, other services, and visitors.  

In order to facilitate jail visits, DAJD allows adults and children to visit inmates at both of its adult facilities.  The department allows adults with proper identification and children accompanied by a parent or legal guardian to visit inmates throughout the day seven days a week (at set times based on the location of the inmates within the jail facility).  Visits are “no contact visits,” where the visitors meet with inmates in booths separated by glass—talking on a phone handset.   In addition, DAJD offers “video visitation” at both facilities that requires that the “visitor” have access to a computer and a broadband internet connection; there is also fee that the visitor must pay (the standard fee is $12.95 for 25 minutes; however, a promotional cost is $5.00 for 25 minutes) to the video service vendor.  Inmates also have access to family and others outside jail through phones located in most living units (through prepaid or collect calls).

Benefits of Visits Findings from recent research have underscored the importance of social support in helping offenders reenter the community after incarceration and reduce recidivism.[footnoteRef:1] [footnoteRef:2] While offenders are in prison, visits from family and friends offer a means of establishing, maintaining, or enhancing social support networks. Strengthening social bonds for incarcerated offenders are important not only because it can help prevent them from assuming a criminal identify,[footnoteRef:3] [footnoteRef:4] but also because many released prisoners rely on family and friends for employment opportunities, financial assistance, and housing.  The results from recent studies on prisoners in Canada[footnoteRef:5] and in Florida[footnoteRef:6] suggest that both the presence and frequency of prison visits during the last year of confinement were associated with reduced recidivism.  [1:  Duwe, G. 2012. The benefits of keeping idle hands busy: The impact of a prisoner 
reentry employment program on post-release employment and offender recidivism. Crime & Delinquency.]  [2:  Shinkfield, A.J., and Graffam, J. (2009). Community Reintegration of Ex-Prisoners: Type and degree of change in variables influencing successful reintegration. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology 53(1): 29-42.]  [3:  Clark, T.A. (2001). The Relationship Between Inmate Visitation and Behavior: Implications for African American Families. Journal of African American Men 6(1):43-58.]  [4:  Rocque, M., Bierie, D.M., and MacKenzie, D.L. (2010). Social Bonds and Change During Incarceration: Testing a Missing Link in the Reentry Research. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology.]  [5:  Derkzen, D., Gobeil, R., and Gileno, J. (2009). Visitation and Post-Release Outcomes Among Federally-Sentenced Offenders. Research Report. Ottawa, Ontario: Correctional Service of Canada.]  [6:  Bales, W.D., and Mears, D.P. (2008). Inmate Social Ties and the Transition to Society: Does Visitation Reduce Recidivism? Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 45:287-321.] 


In Minnesota, a 2011 study reviewed the effects of prison visitation on recidivism among 16,420 offenders released from Minnesota prisons between 2003 and 2007. Using multiple measures of visitation (any visit, total number of visits, visits per month, timing of visits, and number of individual visitors) and recidivism (new offense conviction and technical violation revocation).  The study found that visitation significantly decreased the risk of recidivism.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  The Effects of Prison Visitation on Offender Recidivism, Minnesota Department of Corrections, November 2011.
] 

According to a recent article in the National Institute for Justice Journal Hidden Consequences: The Impact of Incarceration on Dependent Children, “the massive increase in incarceration in the United States has been well publicized”; the article went on to note that one consequence of this dramatic increase in incarcerated population is that more mothers and fathers with dependent children are in jail or prison. Nevertheless, the article notes that “current estimates of the number of children with incarcerated parents vary. One report found that the number of children who have experienced parental incarceration at least once in their childhood may range from 1.7 million to 2.7 million. If this estimate is on target, that means 11 percent of all children may be at risk.  The rate of parenthood among those incarcerated is roughly the same as the rate in the general population: 50 percent to 75 percent of incarcerated individuals report having a minor child.”  The writer also notes that communities of color are much more at risk of a parent being incarcerated.
The article explains that “children whose parents are involved in the criminal justice system, in particular, face a host of challenges and difficulties: psychological strain, antisocial behavior, suspension or expulsion from school, economic hardship, and criminal activity.” It also notes that “research suggests that the strength or weakness of the parent-child bond and the quality of the child and family's social support system play significant roles in the child's ability to overcome challenges and succeed in life. Therefore, it is critical that correctional practitioners develop strong partnerships with law enforcement, public schools, and child welfare agencies to understand the unique dynamics of the family in question and try to ensure a safety net for the child and successful re-entry for the incarcerated parent.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Eric Martin, “Hidden Consequence: The Impact of Incarceration on Dependent Children,” National Institute of Justice Journal, No. 278, March 2017.] 

The Annie E. Casey Foundation in its publication “A Shared Sentence,” noted that “incarceration is a destabilizer” with many financial and psychological impacts on children with incarcerated parents.  One of the recommendations of that report was to: 

“Ensure children are supported while parents are incarcerated and after they return.  Children need permanent family connections and stability to do well, and their families need the financial and emotional wherewithal to support their well-being. Providing mental health and counseling programs to family members who step up as caregivers during incarceration can help children withstand the repercussions of this disruption in their lives.
Research shows preserving a child’s relationship with a parent during incarceration benefits both parties. It also benefits society, reducing children’s mental health issues and anxiety, while lowering recidivism and facilitating parents’ successful return to their communities.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Annie E. Casey Foundation, “A Shared Sentence,” Kids Count Policy Report, April 2016, page 8.] 


In Washington, the Northwest Defender’s Association has established the Incarcerated Parents Project.  The association notes that, in order to address the unique needs of families facing incarceration and help individuals preserve relationships with their children the Incarcerated Parents Project will:
· Provide case assistance and training to legal practitioners and the bench:
· Establish a law school clinic to develop best practices and provide holistic representation: and,
· Implement legislative strategies to reduce the overall chances of family separation and incarceration in Washington State.
The Incarcerated Parents Project is a collaboration between the Washington Defender Association and Seattle University School of Law with the support of the University of Washington Law School and the Washington State Office of Public Defense.
[bookmark: _GoBack]A panel of experts is here today to brief members on the benefits of parental visits for incarcerated parents and their children.  

ATTENDEES:

· Kimberly Mays, WA State OPD Parent Support Specialist, Parent Ally & Formerly an Incarcerated Parent
· Dr. Eric Trupin, Ph.D., Professor and Vice Chair, Department of Psychiatry & Behavioral Sciences, University of Washington School of Medicine
· Dr. Marian Harris, PhD, LICSW, ACSW, Professor, University of Washington, Tacoma, Social Work and Criminal Justice Program, Adjunct Professor, University of Washington, School of Social Work and Adjunct Professor  and Research Advisor, Smith College School for Social Work
· Patrushka Thigpen, M.S.W., Intervention Specialist in the new Birth through Three Waiver Program ("Baby Court,” Cook County, IL)
· Tina Armstrong, Parents for Parents, Lead Parent Ally, Maleng Regional Justice Center
· D’Adre Cunningham, Washington Defender Association, Incarcerated Parents Project

ATTACHMENTS

1. Washington Defender Association, Incarcerated Parents Project Attorney Report and attachments.
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