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Minorities trapped by system 
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laws requiring longer sentences and man
datory prison terms for second or third 
felony offenses. 

Offenders who might have been placed 
in treatment a decade ago afe today going 
to jail, noted Joe Buttigieg, associate direc
tor for human resources at the New York 
State Catholic Conference. 

"There are a whole lot of people who 
are incarcerated who would not have been 
if judges had some leeway," Buttigieg 
said. "Clearly (drug) treatment was called 
for in many of these cases, but die judges 
were not free." 

Mauer told the Courier drug offenders 
represented 25 percent of U.S. jail and 
prison populations in 1981. Today, he 
said, drug offenders constitute 53 percent 
of those populations. 

If inmates jailed for such drug-related 
crimes as theft, assault or murder are in
cluded, Relin pointed out, drugs can ac
count for as much as 80 percent of the 
prison population. 

Meanwhile, Mauer noted, the mounting 
incarceration rate is harmful to society as a 
whole. Several studies have shown that in
carcerating prisoners is more expensive 
man such alternative methods of superv
ision as parole or house arrest. 

On the local level, incarceration costs 10 
times as much as alternative sentencing, es
timated Robert Dunning, coordinator of 
Monroe County Alternatives to Incarcera
tion Division and former director of the 
county's probation office. 

Increasing imprisonment also drains po
tential funding from other New York state 
programs, according to a 1991 study co-
written by die New York State Coalition 
for Criminal Justice and the Correctional 
Association of New York. 

The report, "An Imprisoned Genera
tion: Young Men in Criminal Justice Cus
tody in New York," states that the cost of 
operating prisons has "diverted monies 
away from programs that would have 
greater success in reducing crime and in 
improving the quality of life among New 

York's poor citizens.'' 
The report cited housing, drug treat

ment, education, job training and health 
care among the slighted programs that 
could reduce future drug addiction and 
crime. 

According to the report, the state used 
$1.6 billion from the Urban Development 
Corporation to finance construction of new 
prisons. That money had been earmarked 
for low-income housing. 

Yet another result of tougher law-
enforcement and sentencing policies is a 
sharp rise in the proportion of minorities in 
the prison population. 

A 1989 study by state Coalition for Cri
minal Justice revealed that minorities con
stitute 82 percent of the inmates in New 
York state prisons. 

Yet a study by the Division of Substance 
Abuse Services shows that most drug users 
in the state are white. The study reported 
that whites constituted 61 percent of drug 
users in 1986 and 1987. Blacks made up 23 
percent of tfie drug-using population, and 
Hispanics accounted for 14 percent. 

On the other hand, whitesl represented 
only 18 percent of those arrested for selling 
drugs and 36 percent of those arrested for 
drug possession. 

Onee arrested, whites are more likely 
than blacks to be placed in drug-treatment 
programs, Murphy said. 

On the surface, these statistics might 
suggest racial bias in the system, Murphy 
acknowledged. But this is not the case, ne 
said. 

" I don't think generally, it is overt ra
cism," Murphy said. " I think a lot of it is 
economic." Because they often have no 
health insurance and cannot afford private 
treatment, minority drug users generally 
have less access to treatment programs 
than do whites, he noted. 

Minorities are also more likely to lack 
jobs, education and family or other support 
systems, Murphy added. Such factors can 
lead people to turn to drugs and crime, he 
said. 

Relin acknowledged that police depart

ments do direct more of their anti-drug ac
tivity to inner-city, minority areas than to 
suburban, white areas. Since drugs are 
sold and used more openly in the inner city 
than in the suburbs, city users and traffick
ers are easier targets for police, he ex
plained. 

Relin also noted that city neighborhoods 
are the ones most afflicted by drug-related 
violence. Heightened police activity in 
these neighborhoods is motivated by con
cerns for community safety, he explained, 

Some critics of the criminal-justice 
system believe that these and other- law-
enforcement policies must be changed. But 
simply changing policies cannot cure all 
the system's ills, noted John Klofas, a 
professor of criminal justice at Rochester 
Institute of Technology. 

Klofas, who has done extensive study on 
Monroe County's criminal-justice system, 
observed that economics and high rates of 
drug use are part of me system's problems. 
But he stressed that further study is needed 
to find solutions for those problems. 

Nevertheless, those who advocate re
forming criminal justice say some initial 
steps can be taken to improve the situation. 

Murphy, Mauer and Buttigieg agreed 
that one of those steps would be repealing 
mandatory sentencing laws. Doing so 
would give judges more discretion in de
ciding what to dp with convicted criminals. 

They also advocated more use of alterna
tive sentences. Such sentences could com
bine parole, house arrest, drug- or alcohol-
treatment programs and support groups. 

Monroe County, in fact, offers a variety 
of alternative programs, Dunning, noted. 
Among these programs are pre-trial media
tion, release for drug treatment and proba
tion. 

Another option for alternative sentencing 
was created by the recent opening of The 
Bridge. 

A resource center, The Bridge offers 
space for support groups, meetings with 
counselors, and social programs to encour
age individuals to escape the cycle of crime 
and drugs, Dunning said. 

But the alternative sentence office deals 
with an average of 550 people a month. 
That number continues to grow, as does 
me number of people going to jail and 
prison. Thus, Dunning acknowledged, 
alternative programs help to reduce jail 
populations, but they are not solving the 
overall problem of crime. 

Klofas observed that solutions to the 
problems of increasing crime and impr
isonment will be found only when indivi
duals on all side of the question put aside 
their rhetoric, sit down and talk. 

Dunning similarly remarked that long-
term solutions will come about only when 
society as a whole deals with the problems 
that lead to crime. He said people must be 
given hope for the future through im
provements in education, housing and job 
opportunities. 

Accomplishing this goal will require the 
entire community to become involved, 
Dunning said. 
. "The criminal justice system is part of 

the community," Dunning concluded. 
"We need the whole community to get in
volved. It's going to cost the taxpayers 
money, .but it's a matter of pay me now, or 
pay me later." 
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