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The Community Service Society
(CSS) is an organization with a 160-year
history representing the needs of low in-
come New Yorkers. Their mission state-
ment states the following, “We recognize
the challenges facing residents who return
to their families and communities after
periods of incarceration. Most striking is
the concentration of this population in a
handful of neighborhoods in the city. As
the rate of incarcerations has increased and
recidivist has undermined family stability,
it has become clear that these individuals

New Yorkers whose life chances are limited
by their lack of economic opportunity and
political voice. As a result of our research,
we initiated a seties of roundtables called
the New York Reentry Roundtable, which
resulted in a successful Reentry Advocacy
Day in May 2007. CSS recognizes the im-

{ portance of playing a more direct role in

challenging -systematic barriers to civic
participation facing formerly incarcerated
persons. On June 7, 2006, Governor Pataki
signed into law a monumental change af-
Jfecting sentencing in New York, amending
the Penal Law to add ‘promotion of suc-
cessful and productive reentry and reinte-
gration into society’ to the four traditional
goals of deterrence, rehabilitation, retribu-
tion, and incapacitation. This change re-
flected a broader movement by advocates,
family and community members, and for-

smerly incarcerated individuals who under-

stand that removing unfair barriers faced
by people with criminal records trying fo
meet their most basic needs is crucial to in-
creasing public safety while decreasing pub-
lic spending on jails and prisons. In a time
of budget shortfalls, the following propos-
als address costly and ineffective sentenc-
ing policies, unnecessary criminal justice
expenditures, and counter-productive ob-
stacles faced by individuals who have had
criminal justice involvement”.

It then goes on to list a variety of pro-

+posals, which I will discuss further on,

Their primary focus is prisoner re-entry,
with some prison condition issues includ-
ed, Every month, a reentry roundtable
meeting is held, in which both concerned
citizens, ' advocates, and organizations,
discuss issues related to the above. Free
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and their families fall within the universe of | |

discussion of ideas, viewpoints, and strat-
egies is encouraged, as is networking.

I became aware of the New York Re-
entry Roundtable through reading an
email flyer about it. I have always wanted
to get involved in trying to bring about
changes in prison conditions. But because
my life has gotten so hectic [ haven't had a
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Senators and Assembly persons in an ef-
fort to bring about legislation to help pre-
vent wrongful convictions.

'The fact I have not had more time to
work on prison reform troubles me, be-
cause [ cannot forget the horrendous con-
ditions that I endured in prison, nor the
people that I left behind. People are péo-
ple, and whether guilty or innocent, they

- There is a lot of work I have had to
do on all fronts since being released after
serving the 16 years for a crime I was inno-
cent of, in terms of getting my life in order.
Some of those issues include readjustment
to being back in the free world, coping with
what I went through, trying to re-establish
family relations, catching up on technol-
ogy, and continuing my formal education
which was interrupted when Gov. Pataki
cut the funding for college education for
prisoners. Additionally, I needed to prepare
for the LSATS in an attempt to get into law
school, and of course there is my continu-
ing effort to try to develop some social life,
while constantly dealing with the financial
pressures that many of us face even without
having been incarcerated.

I have spent a lot of time working
against wrongful convictions and the
death penalty, to date having made over
40 presentations and written over 40 ar-
ticles on related subjects, not to mention
numerous television, radio, and print me-
dia interviews by means of raising public
awareness. Additionally, I have engaged

in lobb)fmg activity with numerous State

should not be mistreated. ] have never be-
lieved that people who are guilty of crimes
should not be punished, but rather that
sotiety has elected to punish by means of
depriving people of freedom, not the mis-
treatment, abuse, lack of Constitutional
rights, human rights, and basic human
dignity that goes on daily in prison.

Since I am now free and am able to
speak about things that  witnessed, and in
many cases experienced, and now have a
public voice and some credibility because
of what happened to me, I feel a moral ob-
ligation to try to bring about changes and
to eliminate the injustices that I witnessed,
even if it is nothing more than by simply

exposing things.

When [ learned that the Commumt}'
Service Society deals with some prison is-
sues, I reasoned that I could be one of the
voices. I thought that the perspective of
someone who saw, first-hand, life in pris-
on would be valuable to lawmakers.

L, too, have experienced the difficulty
of reintegrating into society. It is tough
enough for me as an exoneree, However,
I know that it would be even harder if I

had a criminal record to overcome, as do
those who are on parole. Nevertheless,
many of the difficulties parolees face are
the same as I face. Thus, being involved in
advocacy relative to prisoner re-entry is-
sues is a natural extension of the work that
1do. In addition to helping the group with
the issues at hand, [ was looking forward
to networking with others who would be
willing to float the idea to colleges, uni-
versities, high schools, and other com-
munity organizations that might permit
me to make presentations about wrongful
convictions and the death penalty.

On May 20, 2008, I traveled to Albany
with members of the Society. Taking pub-
lic transportation was not only more eco-
nomical than driving to Albany myself,
but provided an opportunity to become
acquainted with several members of the
organization as well as many other groups.

The groups included: Rights for Im-
prisoned People With Psychiatric Dis-
abilities, represented by Carlos Sabater,
Bronx Defenders, represented by Kate
Rubin; Covenant House, represented by
Nancy Downing; Center for Employ-
ment Opportunities, represented by Mara
Nelson; The Fortine Society, represented
by Glenn Martin; Women's Prison Asso-
ciation, represented by Brenda Pearson;
Angus Community, represented by Di-
anna Diaz; Civic Association, represented
by Robert Kinnery; MFY Legal Services,
represented by Bernadette Jentsch; So-
ciology Department at New School for
Social Research, represented by Westerly
Donahue; Brooklyn Public Library, repre-
sented by Nicholas Higgins; Community
Access, represented by Judith Gittens;
Fifth Avenue Committee, represented by
Julia Duvall; Riverside Church Empire
Prison, Empire State Pride, represented by

- Gary Paul Gilbert; Interfaith Coalition of

Advocates for Reentry and Employment,
represented by Susan Manereck; Prisons
in Action Network, represented by Judith
Brink; Citizens United for Rehabilitation
of Errants, represented by Amy S, James
Oliveras; Correctional Association, Drop
the Rock: represented by Caitlin Dunklee.
Representing Community Service Society
and coordinating Advocacy Day was Ga-
briel Torres Rivera, himself a former pris-







