Vermont Commission on Women December 14, 2011

Commissioners Present: Marcia Merrill, Chair; Gretchen Bailey; Eileen Boland; Cary Brown; Ann

Cardinal; Laine Dunham; Ruth Finn; Jennie Gartner; Susie Hudson; Anne McClaughry; Peg Martin;
Marion Milne, and Shambulia Gadsden- Sams.

Commissioners Absent: Carol Buchdahl, Cathy Frey, and Karen Henry.

Advisors Present: Sandy Bettis representing Central Vermont Women'’s International League for Peace

and Freedom, Tiffany Bluemle representing Vermont Works for Women, Diane Derby from Senator
Leahy’s Office, Lindy Hatcher representing Vermont Federation of Business and Professional Women,
Linda Ingold representing the Vermont Women’s Business Center, and Margaret Luce representing the
Vermont State Nurses Association.

Presiding: Marcia Merrill Recording: Janet Bullard

Guests: Julie Brisson, Jill Evans from the Department of Corrections, and Jenna Tofferi from Senator
Leahy’s Office.

Meeting called to order at 9:45 am.
Minutes

Motion made by Marion Milne to approve the minutes of the October 13, 2011 Commission meeting as
submitted. Seconded by Ruth Finn and voted unanimously.

Introductions

Everyone introduced themselves sharing either highlights of the Women’s Economic Opportunity
Conference or regrets for not attending.

Women’s Prison Issues

Wendy introduced Julie Brisson, Jill Evans and Tiffany Bluemle and stated that they were going to share
their insights on the various issues facing incarcerated women. This discussion is in preparation for the
Commission’s visit to the Chittenden County Correctional Facility in January 2012.

Jill Evans, Director of Women and Children’s Programs, Department of Corrections, reported that there
has been between 165-170 women in the facility pretty consistently as of late. The capacity is 167
women. Jill stated that there are a lot of issues facing the women with this transition, in addition to the
fact that Chittenden is meant to be a detention facility not a facility for anyone (male or female) serving
long sentences. The day rooms are really small, the substance abuse treatment program is having
staffing issues so substance abuse services are lagging behind. The transition was not a smooth one.
One bright light is the Kids-A-Part program this program transitioned well. The DIVA’s (domestic
violence) program made it through the transition as well, but women are in whole different state of
anxiousness and crisis then they were at Northwest — wondering what they are going to do while inside
since many of the work opportunities that existed at Northwest don’t at Chittenden. There are 30
kitchen positions and a handful of part-time laundry positions at Chittenden. In order to be eligible for
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work crew, women live in a restricted unit and therefore cannot go anywhere else in the facility, can’t go
to the library or a program. Have to always be escorted and cannot connect with other women. There
is only correctional officer to supervise these work crews so the women need to take turns going out to
work and if they are lucky they’ll get to go out to work two days a week. The rest of the week they are
cooped up in the restricted unit with nothing to do. The very successful modular home building
program run by Vermont Works for Women didn’t transition, nor did the vocational program for a work
crew along with soft skills, work situation skills as discussed before and during the transition can’t
happen because of a lack of correctional officers to support off premises work crews and training.
These types of conditions have led to an increase in the number of assaults and there is lots of bullying
behavior going on. There’s no structure, nothing to look forward to, nothing to work towards. During
the transition, not enough thought was given to the facility, which is really designed to be a detention
facility, not a long-term correctional facility.

Tiffany Bluemle, Director of Vermont Works for Women (VWW), stated that the original vision that was
announced last year was to bring the women to service-rich Chittenden County, which would enable
women to access services, allow women who are close to release to look for jobs in the community and
bring them closer to their families. Tiff reported that approximately twenty-seven percent (27%) of the
women are from Chittenden County. A transition as significant as this is going to take time to develop,
training of staff has not been what was promised or practiced during the last two moves. Vision for the
actual facility has not been clear and has shifted almost every week. Jill is now located at the facility for
the next two months and charged with making recommendations to the central office (Department of
Corrections) on how to make the Chittenden facility better for women.

Tiff said that there were too many mixed messages about how the transition unit would work only
eligible for day for day if accompanied by a correctional officer. Those who would opt to be in the VWW
fresh foods program would have to give up day for day and would have to give up life outside the
transition unit. Originally told that women would get day for day and worked closely with the
department of corrections to see where VWW could provide value-added programming. Tiff said that
she anticipated that VWW would serve between 150-180 women in different ways over a year’s time,
including offering a pre-release support program with five to fifteen hours time spent helping women
put together a portfolio of contacts, a resume, a cover letter, connecting them in person and on the
phone with the Department of Labor and the Department of Economic Services. Then provide a year of
follow up support to these women once they are outside to help them have a successful re-entry into
the community as well as to see how community partners are serving women who are transitioning. Tiff
stated that she is working with the corrections staff that run the kitchen and laundry facility to identify
areas that they can support the women who are working in these jobs within the facility.

Tiff informed everyone that she is looking at enrichment services/programming now, seeking out artists
to go into the facility and talk to the women with a message to look beyond where they are now. She
said that a stand up comedy workshop is being taught right now in the facility — we all need to be able to
laugh at ourselves and our situations — if we can change how women are feeling, maybe women will be
more determined to take the steps they need to take to change their lives.
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Questions/Comments from Tiff:

1) What is the square footage allotment per person at Windsor, Swanton and Chittenden and what
is the cell square footage? What is the square footage of program and common space at each of
these facilities? What is the outdoor space square footage? There is literally no space at
Chittenden to do any programming. The Career Resource Center that existed at Northwest is no
longer functioning because of the space issue. Women who had access to computers don’t
anymore. The career resource center needs to be functional.

2) What is the number of hours of work that are available? For women in the transition unit, how
many hours of work are available and how many hours are they going out to work in a week? In
any given week, you work two-three days — according to the statute you need to work 30 hours
a week to be considered for good time. Does need to be a statute change, alternative, where
you can earn day for day for work that doesn’t need to have a correctional officer

Julie Brisson, a former inmate at Northwest said that she felt confident and comfortable while at
Northwest even though she was incarcerated. She said that about half of the time, she was in her own
cell and was able to watch TV as a way of escaping her surroundings — something that women at
Chittenden don’t have now. She said that a lot of incarcerated women suffer from PTSD and she thinks
that the ability for an inmate to go to their own cell and watch TV was important to their own well
being. Also, the current lack of access to yarn at Chittenden and programming is hard on the women.
Both give women something to do, something to look forward to. Julie said thanks to the Career
Resource Center she left Northwest with a resume and references.

Julie informed everyone that there are discrepancies within the system as well, at Chittenden women
are locked down all the time, at the St. Johnsbury work camp; they are only locked down at night. Need
a re-entry unit that is a true re-entry unit; women shouldn’t have to be segregated from the rest of the
population. Contraband is going to happen no matter what, especially when you don’t give women
opportunities to earn money within the correctional system. Many women deal in contraband for
phone money to call their family.

Jill reported that the DELTA Unit (restricted) and ECHO Unit (serving long sentences) would be getting
TV’s in their rooms soon and women who can’t leave their rooms because they are on work status
would be getting TV’s as well. In addition to this, Jill stated that she is now working full-time at the
facility and that as a result of this; weekly phone calls have been set up with one point person for re-
entry work. These calls focus on reviewing each women inmate’s status to see if they are eligible for
release. There’s also a continued focus on head count, but as soon as women are released more women
came in. It's a revolving door these days. Chittenden needs to be re-designated as a Central level
facility — right now inmates can only go out in the yard three times a week and are subject to strip
searches before re-entry into the facility. There are drug issues at Chittenden and a lot of this has to do
with staffing issues and the fact that all can easily access the yard. Central level facilities require that
uniforms be issued as they were at Swanton, many women come into the facility with only the clothes
on their backs and it can takes weeks for them to get clothes. Many women are wrapping themselves in
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their sheets so that their one set of clothes can be washed. No winter clothing is provided, no boots.
There is a new statewide directive around property and only one package can be sent in within the first
30 days, but logistically it can take up to 70 days to get the package in. Chittenden started issuing
sweatpants, but that got too expensive so has been stopped. Many women are still in their summer
clothes as they can’t send their summer stuff home and ask that winter clothes be sent in and there’s no
extra room to store off-season clothes in their cells.

Julie stated that there are states out there doing really good stuff for their women inmates, including
the state of Washington. In Washington, there is a minimum-security facility where women are
reunited with their children — eventually at a housing facility where they can live with their children at
the end of their sentence. There is a 15% recidivism rate in Washington State. Vermont is a revolving
door it’s hard to take someone who has been hustling drugs as a living and tell them to work at Price
Chopper for $8.00 an hour without the tools they need to be successful at doing this. Women inmates
need life and coping skills as well as letter writing skills and budgeting skills. Commissioners agreed to
bring Tiffany, Julie, and Jill back for further discussion at the Commission’s February 2012 meeting. As
well invite someone from Mercy Connections to attend this meeting to share the work that they are
doing with and for the population of women under the supervision of corrections.

Legal Rights of Women in Vermont publication release

Polo shirts advertising the publication were given to commissioners and advisors in attendance. Lilly
then distributed rack cards advertising the publication and a list of thoughts on where folk might bring
the rack cards and/or news of the publications release, as well as a copy of the press release announcing
the publication and talking points. Also, Lilly did an overview of the publication online.

Updates on Commissioner Activities

Marcia reported that she and Janet met with Jim Reardon, Commissioner of the Department of Finance
and Management about the Commission’s FY’13 budget. Wendy updated everyone that since that
meeting, the Commission received its proposed target funding level and it includes moving the
Communications Coordinator position from % time to full-time for FY’13.

Marcia reported that she and Wendy met with Rep. Bill Lippert, Chair of the House Judiciary Committee
to give him a copy of the Legal Rights of Women in Vermont as well as to inform him of other work that
the Commission is doing.

Laine reported that she met with Sen. Dick Sears, Chair of the Senate Judiciary Committee to give him a
copy of the Legal Rights of Women in Vermont. Senator Sears was quite happy to receive the
publication and impressed with the scope of work doing it entailed. Laine informed everyone that she
is going to meet with the Bennington County maternal childcare organization at the end of January to
give a presentation on the Commission and its work.

Ann reported that she attended the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) meeting last
month for Wendy. The meeting was called so that the EEOC, from Boston, could update Vermont on
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what the EEOC is doing currently and that they will be doing a lot of outreach to the various states. To
that end, EEOC would like to do an Equal Pay Day educational event in Vermont in April 2012.

Ruth reported that the Vermont Women'’s History Project Steering Committee met earlier this month to
make plans for Women’s History Month 2012 recognizing women in the law, the history of the women’s
movement in Vermont, and women'’s legal rights in the 70’s and 80’s. Tentative date for this event is
Wednesday, March 21%, in Montpelier. In addition to hosting a noontime panel discussion on women
pioneers in the women’s legal rights movement in the 70’s, 80’s and 90’s, we will be working with Cyndy
Bittinger and Vermont Public Radio to have a few female commentators share their thoughts and
insights on this subject.

Meeting adjourned at 12:32 p.m.
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