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1. Introduction

The Network of Reducing Reoffending (the Network) is a network aimed at bringing together practitioners and academics in the criminal justice system. The network is open to all individuals and organisations and the Driver Group members are listed in the footnote below.
  It aims to facilitate dialogue, research and disseminate information about existing services to reduce re-offending. The NRR accepts that re-offending makes a significant contribution to crime and the extent of victimisation in South Africa. Repeat offending is often the result of failed offender re-entry and re-integration. This need not be the case going forward. Although accurate statistics are not available, the experience and perceptions of practitioners in the field suggest that the rate is alarming. Noting that South Africa has a diverse range of services aimed at reducing re-offending, it is a pre-requisite that a network of like-minded organisations and individuals be established. To ensure the success of the Network on Reducing Re-offending, all stakeholders should adopt an inclusive approach.  The challenges pertaining to the poor coordination of offender reintegration services, the lack of consensus regarding what constitutes effective service delivery and significant information gaps characterise the problems that face the sector. Organised Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) and individuals have demonstrated some effective approaches in pockets but their processes have been largely fragmented. The network aims to pool together their capacity and diverse expertise in a bid to deal with the problem of re-offending holistically. Thus, the Network on Reducing Re-offending is established and committed to promote the use of well co-ordinated, effective interventions to reduce re-offending. The network is supported by the open Society Foudnation (South Africa) and the Foundation for Human Rights.

We thank the Portfolio Committee on Correctional Services for this opportunity and present on the following issues:

· Pre-Release services and release preparation
· Post-Release Services and Support
· Sentence Plans and Educational Programmes, with specific reference to Children and Youth in Conflict with Law and access to education.
2.
Key issues

2.1
Pre-Release services and release preparation

The main strategic goal of the Deaprtment of Correctional Services (DCS) is to ‘provide offenders with needs-based programmes and interventions to facilitate social reintegration’. The pre-release programme as designed by DCS is aimed at ensuring that every offender is mentally and socially prepared for reintegration thereby reducing his/her chances of reoffending. Our experinces as practioners of this programme does not match with the abovementioned objectives. The experience is that the pre-release programme is something that exists on paper and is not implemented as it should be. Reports from Network members show that there is a staff shortage in most centres, especially social workers and case-managers to offer offenders the pre-release programme effectively, if at all. Examples of this can be seen in the following incidences. The Eshowe Correctional Centre did not have a social worker and had to use one from Community Corrections who had to also service the Mtunzini and Stanger centres. The result is that it is not possible for them to implement an effective pre-release programme and also provide for the other needs of offenders. At Pollsmoor Medium A, the social worker informed practitioners that they are currently working on the list of offenders that have already been released but are supposed to have gone through their Pre-Release program. This means that inmates, who have not attended a pre-release programme but have been prepared to see the Parole Board find that they have been listed as having done the pre-release programme even though they haven’t. To disclose the truth and state that they have in fact not done the pre-release programme may mean that their release would be postponed until they had done the pre-release programme. The consequence of this is that people who may not be ready for release are released without proper assessment and a release plan. These people are at risk of coming back into the system within a few weeks or months.

If DCS plans to reach its targets in respect of offenders who are released on parole having completed their pre-release programme and are prepared for reintegration, it then needs to utilise its existing human resources more effectively, train them properly and employ more staff where necessary. . It is also submitted to the Committee that because of the poor implementation of this programme, there is an increased reliance on CSO’s offering life-skills and other correctional programmes to offenders. This is not ideal as CSOs are under immense financial strain. It is also the case that the DCS receives many reports on individual offenders in preparation for parole hearings from CSOs at no cost at all to the state and unless they invest something into this, they will take it lightly and not improve on delivering effective services to offenders and society at large. 
2.2
Post-Release Services and Support

It is our experience that the emphasis of DCS services after release is aimed at security and monitoring parolees’ whereabouts. While this is important, it does not amount to what is ordinarily understood to encompass post-release support services.    To use the phrase ‘post-release services’ in this manner is tantamount to misleading the individual ex-offender of what kind of service he can expect from his Community Corrections office and also the community at large. The Community Corrections offices only monitor the parolees and apprehend those who abscond. There are only by exception intervention programmes in place for parolees that may experience challenges such as unemployment, peer pressure, family feuds and stigmatisation by the community. Lack of these intervention programmes that target such challenges result in most ex-offenders reoffending or breaking parole conditions and be sent back to prison. The monitoring process further entrenches and reinforces the perception that parolees are still prisoners and are likely to commit crimes at any given time. There is also lack of training of Community Corrections Officers, most of them admit and reinforce the idea that parolees are prisoners and should never forget that while they are still under their supervision. Network members report that parolees are constantly belittled by officials  and called names that are derogatory. Evidently these officers are in urgent need of training on the stated objectives of Community Corrections and Department’s reintegration plan. 

According to network members the DCS is greatly assisted and highly reliant on services provided by various CSO’s in respect of post-release support services.  NGOs provide post-release services to parolees through workshops, counselling services, job preparation and placements to name a few. These interventions are on record as having helped parolees reintegrate back into communities and ensuring that they play a meaningful role in society. Some Community Corrections Offices have concluded agreements with various organisations that offer post-release programmes but these organisation face challenges with the manner in which DCS staff treat parolees. The examples cited below highlight some of the issues.

1. Phoenix Zululand Restorative Justice Programme, KZN

A young lady was released from Eshowe Correctional Centre in December. Because she had attended our programmes, including the Family Conference, we had to a degree kept in contact and seen this young lady about town with the father of her child who had attended the Family Conference. Her family alerted me in February that she had left home where she was to sign for her parole and the DCS had been to look for her at home and her mother had denied any knowledge of her whereabouts. I related to the family member who called me that we had seen her with the father of her child and that I believed she was staying with him. If they alerted the authority she could be collected and would have to account or be returned to prison, as the parole terms would have been explained to her. I tried to call the number that we had for the child’s father and did not find him. In early March the young lady was found brutally murdered and dumped in a swamp not far from where the child’s father resides. 

When I alerted Community Corrections of this, they said they did not know of the murder and would investigate. They wanted to know who my sources of information were but did not ever let me know whether they had traced this particular incident. It was evident that officials from Community Corrections were not monitoring her at all. 

2. Young in Prison, Western Cape

On Thursday 29th March 2012 at about 10:30 am, an official called of the Mitchell’s Plain Correctional Office regarding Z’s parole violation. Over the phone, this official informed me that he was about to sign off a letter of absconding against Z. I explained that he was at work in Cape Town, at Live Magazine and he had been working there since last year and comes to our offices every Monday when he is off. He told me that he was satisfied and aware of this but he needed Z to come to their offices and see his parole officer to sign and show that he has not absconded. He also said he would not sign off the letter of abscondment anymore because Z is around and doing positive things, as long as we brought him or he comes to their offices to speak to his officer. I then called the Post-Release Coordinator to take him to the office in Mitchell’s Plain. Upon arrival, they arrested him and sent him Pollsmoor Medium B section, which is an adult section, and previously he was in the juvenile section. It is appalling that these officers used trickery to get Z in and compromised the integrity of our project. Furthermore, they admit that they were aware that he was not committing any crimes, he was working at Live Magazine and part of the Young in Prison programme and they still took him back to Pollsmoor
. 

It is submitted to the Committee that DCS is not working towards the aim of reintegration and ensuring that these ex-offenders do not reoffend or go back into the system. The attitudes of the officials need to be addressed through training and monitoring to ensure proper implementation and avoid abuses as mentioned above. 

2.3
Sentence Plans and Educational Programmes

2.3.1 Children and Youth in Conflict with Law

The purpose of having a Corrections Department in any state is to rehabilitate people that have offended society in some way and then return them to society as better, contributing citizens. All inmates of any age are vulnerable and in need of development however, the most vulnerable of all groups are youth in conflict with law. Once sentenced, children and youth in the care of DCS should be put through an intensive rehabilitation process. Youth who have offended are the highest risk group for reoffending. Unlimited access to this group is available during incarceration, and DCS should seize this opportunity to rigorously combat the underlying causes of criminality through an intensive therapy-based, restorative justice influenced, education and vocational training program which focuses on ensuring that these youth desist in their criminal behaviour. 

It is very concerning that youth in conflict with the law are not afforded sentence plans as most of them are sentenced to less than 24months. The 24-month cut-off eligibility is a disservice to the prisoner and society at large especially when it comes to juvenile offenders. Many young offenders are sentenced in terms of section 276(1)(i) of the Criminal Procedure Act, which means that they are required to serve one-sixth of their sentences in prison and the balance under correctional; supervision. This time period almost invariably amounts to less than 24 months, thus excluding them from a sentence plan. The result is that most child and juvenile offenders merely sit out the custodial part of the sentence and wait for their parole date to arrive.  

 A consequence is that many young people sit idle in prison, being bored with little educational or recreational services and activities available. This greatly increases their risk of being recruited into a gang, and engaging in various anti-social activities. While CSOs rendering services in prison attempt to address this situation, the demand far outstrips the capacity of these organisations and these young prisoners often wait for long periods to enrol in one of the projects. The effect of this situation is that young people are being released without proper rehabilitation for the specific crime that they committed, their behaviour and ways of thinking remain the same when they leave, meaning that they are also not prepared for reintegration and will most likely to violate the terms of their Correctional Supervision and come back to prison. The cycle of crime is not broken, it just grows wider and wider! 

Imprisoning children and young people is an extremely serious sanction imposed by the court. Because of their youthfulness, it requires a different approach that is sensitive towards their vulnerabilities. It is therefore ineffective to treat these children and young people in the same manner as adult and older sentenced prisoners. It is submitted to the Committee that a radical restructuring of the way in which DCS deals with youth in conflict with the law is required so that we invest better in the custodians of our country. 

2.3.2 General Issues regarding Sentence Plans and Education in Correctional Facilities
The DCS strategy on providing Correctional programmes is that it will ‘provide needs based and offence-based correctional programmes and interventions based on assessment of the security risk and criminal profile of individuals, targeting all elements associated with offending behaviour, and focussing on the offence for which a person is sentenced to correctional supervision or correctional centre’.  This detailed programme plan means that sentence plans will be put in place and target every sentenced offender. DCS is failing dismally and is deceiving the public when it comes to ensuring that offenders are subject to a sentence plan. Staff members are not properly trained to assess offenders and place them in appropriate programmes. Correctional Officers claim to complete sentence plans, but from our experience, the inmates don’t seem to understand what that is, how it benefits them and at what point it starts, is executed and completed. Moreover, it appears that prisoners’ needs are only considered when they are about to be released and not as they enter the prison. If an inmate is not assertive enough or does not know what to ask, or what he or she is entitled to, they may well sit and not know what is available to them. 

The network submits that DCS’ failure to properly implement sentence plans results in many offenders missing out on educational programmes, skills development programmes and sometimes on personal development programmes. Network members also reported great inconsistencies in the services provided. For example, some Correctional Centres offer educational programmes and have libraries but many do not. Education is a critically important factor in the behaviour modification process and it should never be undervalued in the effect it can have on the human mind. It is important that all offenders are exposed to some sort of educational programme and also to ensure that by the time they are released, they are sufficiently equipped to pursue education or training that will prepare them for formal employment instead of them turning back into a life of crime in order to make a living. 

3.
Conclusion 

We hope that these strategic suggestions will assist the Committee in its task of voting so that the department can better utilise its resources and also continue to provide an essential service to the public.

� Lukas Muntingh (Community Law Centre), Richard Aitken (Phoenix Zululand), Nonceba Lushaba (Phoenix Zululand), Mohlolo Kgopane (FOCODI), Tshegofatso Maswabi (Restorative Justice Centre), Sabelo Rala (Vezokuhle), Solomon Thwala (OPEN), Solomon Madikane (Realistic), Venessa Padayachee (NICRO), Tarisai Mchuchu-Ratshidi (Young in Prison)
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