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Legislature’s budget plan must fully fund
reform, mental health

Columnist:

“* Jol

Gov. Robert Bentley signs a criminal justice reform bill. From left are Sen. Cam Ward, R-Alabaster; Suzanne Brown-McBride,

deputy director of the Council of State Governments Justice Center; Sen. Vivian Davis Figures, D-Mobile; Rep. Mike Jones, Ca
R-Andalusia and Department of Corrections Commissioner Jefferson Dunn. (Mike Cason/mcason@al.com)
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By Sen. Cam Ward, an Alabaster Republican who chairs both the Senate Judiciary

Committee and Alabama'’s Prison Reform Task Force Most Read
The biggest threat to public safety looms over our great state of Alabama like a storm l'\(
cloud. Our prison system is grossly over capacity, doesn't rehabilitate those who need it c
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the most, and places a burden on our parole officers and other officials who can't
handle the unnecessarily high intake volume.

The good news is that the Legislature has already taken steps to address those
problems, and we have the opportunity to ensure proper funding in the current special
legislative session to make sure these reforms begin to take hold.

Last year, Governor Bentley appointed a task force to identify the most egregious
problems in our prison system and study their underlying causes. The task force
recommended immediate sentencing reform, information sharing systems, and finding
a more effective means of punishment that emphasizes community protection and
rehabilitation.

These findings reflect an endemic problem in our misguided incarceration policies: one
that locks people up with little care, then lets them go free, completely missing the mark
on providing our fellow community members with the care they actually need to get
better.

Most significant is the mental health treatment many need in the community. Itis a
problem that impacts everyone. The safety of our communities, the cost to taxpayers of
locking people up, and the well being of corrections employees are all challenged by a
system that was not designed to effectively provide mental health treatment.

In an unprecedented move during the regular session that ended in June, legislators on
both sides of the aisle joined together to pass significant prison reform (Senate Bill 67).
The legislation’s bipartisan support and its merits have earned Alabama praise from
prison reform advocates all over the country.

Democrats and Republicans can't agree on much, but prison reform is definitely an area
we all agree needs our focused attention.

Senate Bill 67 offers substantial and meaningful reform that will redefine our criminal
justice system. Most importantly, its provisions will help to identify those who need
help and set them on the right path, rather than putting them behind bars and then
back on our streets as repeat offenders.

The cost savings for taxpayers are significant and the implications for a more just
society are priceless.

But this clearing in the storm will become the eye of a hurricane if the Legislature
doesn't act swiftly to pass a General Fund budget that fully funds prison reform and
mental health services.

I reluctantly voted for the Senate budget in the August special session because |
believed it was the best we could get under the circumstances. But | knew it both under-
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funded the prison reforms that SB67 called for and mental health. The latter shortfall
would put enormous strain on county jails and the Department of Corrections, since Sa
experience shows that neither is properly equipped to provide inmates effective mental

health services. . .

But the current special legislative session gives us another chance to make things right.

If the elected officials of this self-proclaimed "10th Amendment state" don't solve our Earn points
own problems the federal Department of Justice will swoop in and take over, at deep simply by er
cost to Alabama's taxpayers. galleries anc

So, let us shine as an example of model reform for the rest of the country and follow
through on the promise we made when we passed SB67. It's time for legislators to stand
up and accept the responsibility the people of Alabama gave us when they sent us to the
Capitol. The Legislature should pass a budget that fully funds prison reform and
provides adequate mental health care and treatment for those who need it most.

We have the power to create a better Alabama, and the time is now.

FOR SALE FOR SALE
Montgomery, AL Pike Road, AL
I
AL,
v
Real Estate
Tweet <1 G+ Share ~ 0 Reddit

Giants’ Coughlin Honored By U.S. Army

ThePostGame

High school graduation 2007: Homewood, Mountain Brook and Vestavia Hills

al.com

10 Bad Habits That Are Destroying Your Marriage

Lifescript

30f5 9/10/2015 1:35 PM



How a day 14 years ago changed the world: opinion

al.com

World's Most Famous Introverts

Forbes

Early Head Start expands over pre-sequestration levels in Mobile County

al.com

Promoted Links by Taboola

2 comments

Signin

Post comment as...

Newest | Oldest

DonaldDunlap 6 hours ago

Iltem 1. Over crowding.....the crime rate is up and this adds more to the numbers. Prison is
for punishment for breaking the laws.  The best reform method is to make their stay an
unpleasant one.

Iltem 2. Sentencing reform......Does this mean there will no prison time for certain crimes.

Iltem 3. Do we need to build a 10,000 bed prison in the a national forest in the state.
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cooperhic 6 hours ago

That means you will actually have to do something about taxes, like raise some of them, and
eliminate breaks on others. Get on with it.
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