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Introduction

This eBook was written to support talks on "Women and Children in the Jails and Prisons of the 

Nation" to be given on a 14,000 mile ‘corner to corner’ trip around the country in the summer of  2011 -  

my 69th year. The reality is that there is not much that can be said in a 60-minute talk on such a broad  

topic, but my hope is to arouse enough interest so that those attending the talk will be motivated to take 

the second step and read this eBook and a follow-up eBook. Then maybe take the first steps to extend 

open hands to those engage in the re-try process.

The material in this eBook has been adapted from the many articles I have written through the 

years for local media, including the Gainesville Sun, and is the result of the 15 or so years I have spent  

as  a  volunteer  in  Massachusetts  and  Florida  prisons  teaching  Zen  and  mindfulness-based  stress-

reduction (MBSR) techniques to inmates. At a conservative estimate that means I have presented 2,300 

programs, traveled more than 200,000 miles, and traded in 5 vehicles with lop-sided mileage. Programs 

have probably been equally divided between men and women’s prisons and have included inmates from 

Death Row to youthful offenders. I have never been paid for what I do.

I have often been asked my qualifications for such a project. If the truth be known, they are none. 

I have no training in the administration of criminal justice and I am not a psychiatrist, social worker, 

therapist, anthropologist or an ex-offender.  I am a retired soldier, a prison volunteer and a person who 

has done a lot of things I would like to undo. More than anything however, those mistakes reflect where 

I was at the time and my sincerest hope is that I have learned from them and used them in trying to help  

others either avoid them or recover from them.  I sometimes wonder if it is only luck that separates me 

from those I visit or teach in prison.
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 I have soldered for 24 years with 8 years as an enlisted U.S. Marine and 16 years in the U.S. 

Army as an officer of infantry and Special Forces. My military career can be best summed up as "I went 

where I was sent and did what I was told."

The single most traumatic event of my volunteer experience was attending the execution of an 

inmate in Florida State Prison at his request. I am no stranger to death and destruction, as well as drama 

and trauma, however nothing in my life had prepared me to witness the surgical execution of a human 

being by the State. This procedure separates the executioners and the condemned by a piece of paper 

with words drawn up by a politician.   This event, more than anything else in my life,  shocked and 

energized me. In many ways it drives me to this day.

And so, this book is inspired by my experiences in Florida prisons. My hope is that the upcoming 

"corner to corner" odyssey will address the issues and solutions explored in this book and also help raise 

money to  construct  a  model  residential  center  on  the  grounds  of  the  Gateless  Gate  Zen  Center  in 

Gainesville,  Fla.  to  assist  the  re-entry  process  for  ex-offenders.  My  expectation  is  that  other 

organizations then can copy that model and assist the newly released in their own communities. The 

model used in this talk was designed in a prison-drafting program by and for women coming out of 

prison who want to build a stable life and regain their children.

This eBook is also a begging bowl to support the summer trip. A companion and I will travel by 

motorcycles and we will roadside camp, the cheapest way to travel. Even so, the gas expense for 14,000 

miles is an estimated $2,000 per vehicle and the maintenance as well as tires, chains, filters, etc. is  

estimated  at  another  $2,500.  If  you  would  like  to  support  this  effort  and  the  construction  of  the 

residential center, please visit our website at http://www.gatelessgate.org. We are a 501(c)(3) non-profit 

organization and contributions are tax-deductible.
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 I am inspired to make the trip this summer and carry the word "corner to corner" about how our 

prison system can be improved to benefit those incarcerated and their families; the administration and 

staff members who work in the system; and our society at large. I draw the bottom line from "Pogo": 

“We have met the enemy and the enemy is us.” Like the House of Usher that Edgar Allen Poe wrote so 

eloquently about, we have created a decaying edifice that may yet collapse and destroy us all - if we do 

not remedy the underlying problems. This eBook, this trip and the past 15 years of work have been - and 

remain - my contribution to finding that solution. All of the full-length articles from which this book has 

been excerpted can be found at (http://www.gatelessgate.org).  That site also includes compelling first-

person accounts by former inmates about their experiences behind bars.
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A Look at the System

Our prisons work for a lot of people in our society. They have, for example, become a cottage 

industry providing the gold of campaign contributions and votes for our politicians. They also provide 

stable  and  well  paying  jobs  with  extensive  and  liberal  benefits  in  rural  communities  that  would 

otherwise be at the mercy of the vagaries of Mother Nature and assorted business cycles. They provide a 

stable  economic  environment  that  allows  businesses  to  thrive.  The  cash  generated  by  employment 

opportunities in prisons provides a stable basis of car loans and home mortgages. Large segments of our 

economy are fueled not only by addictions, but also by the byproducts of those addictions. The two most 

obvious examples are the prisons and law enforcement. A 50 percent reduction in the crime rate would 

mean the loss of at least 25,000 jobs in those two fields within the state of Florida alone. 

But our prisons do not work so well  for another segment of our society: the imprisoned - the men, 

women and children who for the most part not only suffer from assorted addictions themselves but are 

often the uneducated  and indispensable foot  soldiers  of the drug trade.  They link the "respectable" 

citizens (who consider the recreational use of legal and illegal drugs their right) to the drug cartels of the 

world. Many of these "respectable" drug users come from the ranks of the business world, as well as  

from the criminal justice community and the government bureaucracy.  

These "recreational users" number an estimated 14.8 million people and spend $64-billion a year on 

illicit  drugs  annually.  The  demand  remains  strong  because  this  group  is  largely  unaffected  by  the 

legalities of the trade. These are Americans who knowingly break the law to satisfy their selfish desires 

or anesthetize their individual inadequacies. This would not be so bad if it went no further than a simple  
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violation of law. However, they have opened a Pandora’s Box that destroys innocent lives, countries and 

ecologies in spiraling circles of death, destruction and corruption. 

While some argue that the foot soldiers are rational beings who know the consequences of their choices 

and deserve their punishment, what of their children? Surely the estimated 400,000 children of these 

men and women in prison are innocent victims of society's insatiable desire for drugs, as well as of our 

prison system's failures. Statistically, some 70 percent of them are destined to be incarcerated in the jails 

and prisons of the nation.

Make no mistake: there are men and women who need to be in the prisons and jails of the nation. Make 

no mistake: there are good men and women working in the criminal justice complex of this nation. But 

also make no mistake  that  there  are  few politicians  who would  change this  equation  because  their 

survival depends on the votes derived from this equation and campaign contributions from the prison-

industrial complex.  Our jails and prisons are like mausoleums attesting to the failures of the secular 

State, a bureaucracy whose survival and growth have been placed above the welfare of the people it was 

intended to serve. The cornerstones of this mausoleum are the State’s manifest failures in education, 

child welfare, housing, and criminal justice - issues that affect our society to its very core. 

Failures in the Social System 

The failure of our educational system is demonstrated by its own statistics: only 52 to 64 percent of its 

students graduate on schedule. This coming March, 12,700 students will take the FCAT for the fifth 

time in an attempt to meet minimal standards of graduation.  The more successful students that go on to 

Florida’s colleges and universities face another challenge: about 40% of each freshman class is required 

to take remedial math or English programs. And this is the cream of our crop.
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The connection between ineffective schools and incarceration ratios becomes more apparent when we 

look  at  the  education  levels  of  inmates  in  the  state  prison  system.  The  average  inmate  tests  at 

approximately a 5th to 6th grade level. About 22 percent of the inmates are under the age of 25 years, 

which means that a large percentage of inmates have only recently emerged from the public school 

system.

These  governmental  failures  to  provide  adequate  education  and  social  welfare  programs  pale  in 

comparison to the state’s Byzantine criminal justice system. Our laws are supposed to help shape the  

greater  good  of  society.  Yet  they  are  often  capricious  in  their  enactment  and  arbitrary  in  their 

enforcement. Thus they are useless in producing positive societal change. Worse, the effect of arbitrary 

law enforcement undermines respect for the law and results in wasted lives for many of our citizens. 

One illustration of these failures of the system is shown by the fact that on the last day of this past year 

1,962,220 men,  women,  and children  were incarcerated  in  prisons  and jails  across the country.  An 

additional  4.7 million  men,  women and children  were  on probation  or  parole  the  same day.  These 

numbers are a result of an expanding “lock ‘em up” mentality as well as a reflection of the growth of  

prisons as an industry. Our current incarceration rate in the U.S. is 740 prison inmates per 100,000 

populations. Ten years ago, it was 292 inmates per 100,000.  To add some perspective: England’s rate is  

139 per 100,000; Europe, 120; Canada, 115; Russia, 512. The world average is 168 inmates per 100,000 

population.

Mediocre education, incompetent welfare systems, homelessness, and a questionable criminal justice 

system are  the  symptoms of  a  far  greater  problem:  we have  surrendered  the  responsibility  for  our 

conduct and well being (as well as that of our children) to the State and the State is failing us.
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 If getting tough on crime is merely putting people in jail,  then we are doing a good job. We are a 

country that has 5 percent of the world’s population, but 25 percent of the world's prison inmates. Our  

inmate population has gone from 503,586 in 1980 to over 2.1 million in 2004, which is a 317 percent 

increase in  24 years.  But  are  we a safer,  better  society  for  all  that?  The actual  numbers may vary  

depending on who is keeping them, but the trend has been rather constant over the last decade. It does 

not appear the State has had much success in either identifying the threat or protecting us from it. 

Furthermore, we are contributing to a worsening future: Mother-child relationships are being torn apart 

by get-tough-on-crime policies.  In Florida, women in prison went from 5 percent or 1,687 inmates’ 

in1987 to 7 percent or 6,216 inmates in 2006. Estimates are that 80 percent of these women are mothers.  

At one child each, that means there are over 5,000 Florida children with mothers in prison. There is also 

the issue of prison births. At any given moment, there are 30 to 50 pregnant women in prison, which 

means prison births are in the hundreds every year. No one dares compute births or miscarriages in 

county jail.

While the emotional toll on these children is incalculable, no one is even computing the cost in social 

services associated with such a large prison population and a correspondingly high recidivism rate. We 

are talking an average of two children per incarcerated inmate. We are paying the bill on everything 

from school lunches to Medicaid to housing and food stamps. Essentially, we are raising kids to follow 

in the footsteps of their incarcerated parents.
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Profit in Crime

The circle of corruption associated with the "War on Drugs" has morphed into generalized forms of 

corruption that undermine the underlying values and traditions of our nation. It is a "war" that has gone 

on for so long that the normal distortions in an economy associated with the temporary nature of a war 

have become permanent features on the landscape. The single biggest distortion is the amount of money 

spent at the state and federal level. Over one trillion dollars was spent on this "war" over the last 30 

years. 

In  part,  this  money has  contributed  to  making Washington D.C.  the  wealthiest  among the nation’s 

largest metropolitan areas.  The competition for monies associated with this war is intense and fought 

over by associated lobbying groups for the prison industry. In fact, one of the more successful lobbying 

groups brags about an $18 return for every dollar invested. Private and state prisons alike have become a 

part of this lobbying effort, as their main concern is to keep their beds full. 

This is a two-pronged effort. The first prong is to keep the "war on drugs" alive because it accounts for  

about 60 percent of the 2 million plus men, women and children in prison nationwide. The second prong 

is to raise recidivism rates. In Florida, this effort is called ‘get tough on crime.’ As a result, recidivism 

has gone from a low of 34 percent in 1988 to a high of 57.5 percent in 1995 and has settled at about 47 

percent for the past 5 years. Meanwhile, the prison population has climbed from 31,823 inmates in 1988 

to 84,901 inmates in 2005. 
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This problem will  continue as long as "recreational  users’ let  others take the fall  for the death and 

destruction they are inflicting by funding the drug trade. Redemption could be achieved if these users - 

these 14.8-million men and women - took a public stand on the "war on drugs;" the body politic will 

listen and act.

Creating criminals has become a big business and it is in no one's best interest to change it - except, of 

course, society's and the children's. In simplistic terms, getting tough on crime means nothing more than 

turning our prisons into institutions where men and women are put on ‘ice’ by isolating them from the 

public for a period of time. In even simpler terms, they are given a time out from society by the courts, 

while the state provides them with medical attention, room and board. What few talk about is that doing 

time has turned our prisons into institutions of criminality. There is every indication that being tough on 

crime has made prison a viable alternative to being on the street. Upon  completing  their  sentence, 

most inmates re-enter society no more skilled than when they left. Being released with a criminal record, 

no marketable skills, being functionally illiterate, and having few if any transitional services available 

can  make  a  return  to  criminality  and  eventually  prison  an  attractive  proposition.  Not  surprisingly, 

statistics show that more than three-quarters of prisoners are recidivists caught in cycle recidivism. 

Two groups of inmates  - drug dealers and the young -  are worth noting,  not only because of their 

numbers but also because many inmates have a foot in both groups. The largest group of prisoners for 

the last five years is those convicted of drug crimes. The age group of 24 years and younger is another 

very visible group that compromises between 25 and 29 percent of all prison admission. These are the 

inmates most likely to return to prison after release, but they often return as violent felons because of the 

lack of viable alternatives.
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Like Prohibition, the War on Drugs has been fought with tax dollars. The twist comes in that both drugs 

and crime generate a revenue stream for law enforcement..This accommodation to the War on Drugs is 

reaching or has reached a point where some government agencies depend on the proceeds from crime. In 

1999 alone, approximately $300 million of the $957 million that the Treasury and Justice Department 

funds took in went back to the state and local departments that helped with civil forfeiture seizures.

The emphasis on this revenue stream was apparent as far back as July 1990 with a U.S. Department of 

Justice  bulletin  sent  to  all  U.S.  attorneys,  encouraging  them  to  “significantly  increase  forfeiture 

production to reach our budget target.”  The target was $470 million. This same memo advised: “to 

divert  personnel  from other  activities,”  including  criminal  cases,  to  prepare  all  forfeiture  cases  for 

judicial action. About the same time period, the Justice Department had an inventory of over 32,400 

properties valued at more than $1.8 billion. 

Forfeitures  in  part  fueled  the  growth of  law enforcement.  As of  June  2000,  there  were more  than  

1,019,496 full-time state and local law enforcement personnel nationwide. This is an 11% increase from 

1996 (this increase was prior 9/11 and the “War on Terrorism”). In June 2002, there were over 93,000 

full-time federal personnel authorized to arrest and carry firearms. You would think that it was not in the 

best  interest  of  citizens  to  commit  a  crime  with  a  force  of  this  magnitude  arrayed  against  them. 

Apparently this force is not an effective deterrent, as there are over two million men and women in 

prison  or  jail  and  another  four  million  on  parole/probation.  Nor  is  imprisonment  a  very  effective 

deterrent either: For every 10 felons released from jail or prison, seven are sent back within three years. 

You know what the motivation is? The motivation is money. There are 14.8 million drug users spending 

64 billion dollars a year on illegal drugs. 
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"Get tough on crime” has become a business. The crime it is supposed to fight has become a source of 

revenue for law enforcers and votes for politicians. High recidivism and incarceration rates fueled by the 

war on drugs are the ‘cash cows’ of the criminal justice complex. Out of this formula comes the surplus 

cash that makes the criminal justice complex among the highest ranking and more influential donors in 

politics.

Environmental Devastation

A failed criminal justice system also wrecks havoc on the environment as well as on human beings. Our 

government has sprayed of over a million acres of coca fields in foreign lands with a fungal pathogen 

called Agent Green. Can you imagine the uproar of righteous indignation if such a spraying occurred in 

the United States? This spraying has had no visible effect on the overall production of cocaine. The 

spraying simply forces the coca growers to clear new land in fragile ecosystems - a cycle that further 

exacerbates tropical deforestation and soil erosion. 

Among the deplorable aspects of this aerial spraying campaign is that it has destroyed thousands of acres 

of legal crops along with the coca. This does not take into account the men, women and children that 

find themselves caught up in the actual spraying or consuming contaminated food products.  The coca-

growing region of South America is also known as one of the bigger "lungs of the earth." It is these 

"lungs" that convert gases into oxygen on a massive scale needed to sustain human life on the planet. 

We have engaged in forms of chemical and biological warfare on a scale that would not be allowed 

anywhere in the United States of America. We have endangered the lives of untold numbers of people 

and created an ecological catastrophe in both the production and destruction of cocaine. 
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The ecological destruction is trivial compared to the chaos and devastation visited on the average citizen 

of  this  region.  In  Colombia,  there  are  now  three  armies  struggling  for  control  of  the  Colombian 

heartland. There are the paramilitary forces and the guerrillas being paid out of cocaine funds from 

"responsible" recreational drug users and the regular army being supported by the US taxpayers.

In the early 1970s, I had occasion to be in Colombia as a Special Forces officer. In a conversation with a 

Colombian intelligence officer, I asked him why the army had not gone after the illegal drugs. He told 

me they could do it and wipe them out in short order but it would include arresting many politicians and 

corrupt members of the judicial community. He also said there was a limited window of opportunity 

before the power of the drug lords would exceed the capabilities of the army to defeat. It was a political 

decision to maintain the political status quo. Does that have a familiar ring? 

The collateral damage in Latin America is enormous. It ranges from destabilization of governments, 

terrorizing of citizenry by both the cartels and police/military forces, as well as ecological devastation of 

remote eco-regions.

A New Problem

A trend has emerged in the last decade that indicates a radical change in the underlying dynamics of 

drug abuse. This change is the growing abuse of prescription drugs, an abuse whose reach extends into 

the grade schools in a way that parallels cigarettes. The National Institute on Drug Abuse’s Monitoring 

the Future survey of 12th graders points out that 9.3 percent reported using Vicodin and 5 percent  

reported  using  Oxycotin  without  a  prescription.  Then  there  is  Ritalin,  often  referred  to  as  “Kiddy 

Cocaine." The illicit use of Ritalin as a recreational drug has doubled among high school seniors. For 
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many teens, buying Ritalin is easier than buying cigarettes or beer. Grade school students bring their 

Ritalin experience to college where they also use it for appetite suppression and for late-night studying. 

The desired behavior is for “us” to ask our doctor for specific drugs in relation to existing medical 

conditions - be they perceived or real. Studies by the FDA and the Kaiser Family Foundation showed 

that nearly 50 million of “us” responded to these ads by asking for particular medications. 

Another beneficiary of prescription drug money is our elected officials. An investigation by the Center 

for  Public  Integrity  found the pharmaceutical  and health  products  lobbying operation  is  among the 

largest in the nation. This group spent more than $800 million in lobbying and campaign donations at 

the  federal  and  state  levels  in  the  past  seven  years.  No  other  industry  has  spent  more  money  to 

manipulate public policy in that period. Bear in mind they are manipulating public policy with a clear 

expectation of future revenues and profits. 

The questions that falls out of this equation: where do they come from, who is making the money, and  

what are the consequences?

Finding the Will To Change

As sad as all of this may be, all these problems are correctable if there is the political will to do so. The 

saddest and most tragic aspect is that this corruption has started to unravel the very fabric of our society.  

We are becoming increasingly dependent on the economic and social distortions created by the misery 

and suffering  associated  with  the  "war  on  drugs."   State  agencies,  governors,  legislators  and  local 

chambers of commerce have long recognized the ability  of prisons to rejuvenate and stabilize rural 

economies. Prisons provide high paying jobs from an industry that is invisible and non-polluting. 
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Paralleling the growth of prisons is a decline in programs to reduce recidivism. We have truly become a 

society  where  prisons  have  become institutions  of  higher  forms of  criminality.  Prisons  populations 

translate into political clout from census data: Inmates are counted as local residents when it comes to 

divvying up government grant money and laying out legislative districts. We are talking about federal 

grant money for road construction, schools, general budgets, rural development, social programs etc. 

The economies  of  prisons  have  a  few other  aspects  that  are  seldom discussed.  Upon release,  most 

inmates have a period of parole that can vary from one to ten years. This is a drug-tested, docile labor 

force that operates under the supervision of the state. In many cases, they come with tax incentives and 

will be bonded by the state.  The other feature of prison labor is community service or free labor. In 

2005 the courts awarded 80,000 hours of community service to Alachua County. Think in terms of the 

downward pressure this puts on wages in the county. The "war on drugs" and the prison culture have 

woven themselves into the very fabric of our society. Lowering the prison population and the cessation 

of the war on drugs might temporarily destabilize the political status quo, create economic chaos and 

destroy a host of social services. 

But lost in the infighting to maintain and expand the prison system is the needless human tragedies of 

lives and families trashed in the process of filling our prisons. Prisons exist whose main purpose appears 

nothing more than to act as a rural poverty program designed to garner votes for politicians who have 

lost their moral compass. The big payback is the electoral gold of campaign funds and votes.

Some Solutions

Life is difficult. However, we have complicated the difficulties by creating a criminal justice system that 

ensnares our youth and then spits them out as dysfunctional middle-aged derelicts doomed to a life of 
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indebtedness, poverty and misery.  About 25 percent or 8,000 of the men and women the state of Florida 

sent to prison last year were between 18 and 24 years old. Such young people mature under the tutelage 

of correction officers and role models from their prison peer group. At the end of their sentence, over 50  

percent will return for one or more additional sentences. 

The most  significant  causes leading to  the first  and subsequent  rounds of  incarceration  are lack of 

education,  substance  abuse,  lack  of  employability,  and dysfunctional  decision  making.  The  state  is 

throwing away the opportunity to address these issues on the first round of incarceration. 

If past performance is indicative of future actions, there is no reason to believe the state will re-institute  

discontinued rehabilitation programs or improve existing programs in the foreseeable future. Since the 

state won’t do it, the question is: who will? Who will undertake the task of providing those youths with 

the support necessary to overcome the obstacles of both a false start in life and a felony conviction? The 

program I am proposing focuses on improving the decision making process involved in achieving a 

meaningful life, while also providing the opportunity to attain a good life.

Over  the  last  decade,  I  have  heard  a  constant  drumbeat  of  empty  promises  and  shallow  excuses 

reverberate throughout the halls of prisons and jails that I visit. The one truth inside the razor wire is that 

there will be more here next year not less - unless we act. The foregoing gives you some idea of the  

problems. Here are some possible solutions:

Educational Emphasis

The recidivism problem can be turned around in a way that gives new meaning to getting tough on 

crime. An intensive educational program that requires inmates to earn a high school diploma as well as 

the completion of a college course becomes the minimum conditions of release from prison. These 
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requirements would be exclusive of any sentence associated with the conviction. Let’s be clear, this is a 

High School Diploma and not a General Equivalency Diploma (GED). That means teachers, classrooms 

and FCATs. This program represents a major paradigm shift within the prison system. No longer would 

prison be about doing time and developing an attitude. Rather, inmates would earn their freedom in a 

measurable way as a condition of release. 

Education has been identified as the single largest deterrent to recidivism. In 1997, The Correctional 

Education Association conducted “The Three State Recidivism Study” for the United States Department 

of Education. The study showed that “simply attending school behind bars reduces the likelihood of 

reincarceration by 29%. Translated into savings, every dollar spent on education returned more than two 

dollars to the citizens in reduced prison costs.” 

The Florida Community College system appears to be the ideal candidate to administer this program. 

They already  have  a  presence  in  the  prisons,  as  they  train  the  correction  officers.  They  also  have 

experience with off-campus programs and dealing with the failures of our public school system.. This 

scenario provides for a seamless transition from primary and secondary schooling to community college 

programs. Upon release, inmates can transfer registration to a local community college and continue 

with their education on a full or part time basis. 

This is not about being soft on crime. It is about reducing crime and saving thousands of people from the 

pain and suffering associated with being victims of major felonies. Furthermore, this is about giving 

people the opportunity to obtain a meaningful life that otherwise would be wasted.

Think of the paradigm shift associated with a prison sentence. For all too many youths, a prison sentence 

is an honorable rite of passage into adulthood. Now think in terms of young offenders held past their 

Page 18 of 25



release dates because they do not meet the educational requirements to get out. Would that increase their 

motivation to acquire some education and job skills? 

A Drug "Truth Commission"

To date, our major solution has been to attack the supply side of a demand-driven addiction. This is a 

“do nothing” solution that involves no political courage and in the end only exacerbates the problem. It 

is time that we either held everyone equally accountable or legalize the use, sale and manufacture of 

drugs such as heroine, cocaine and methamphetamines. 

The one strategy that did prove effective in dealing with addictions- namely  tobacco - went down in the  

flames of their own success: It was "the truth commission" with its hard hitting and in-your-face ads 

written by kids and funded by the tobacco settlement.  Hard hitting and in your-face ads written by 

addicts and funded by drug money forfeitures could have the same effect on drug usage.

Unbiased Inspections

This is a proposal to implement an autonomous inspection process that improves, and guarantees the 

efficiency,  integrity  and  professionalism  within  the  ranks  of  DOC.  The  vehicle  is  an  Operational 

Readiness Inspection program similar to what Gen. Curtis LeMay implemented when he commanded 

the Strategic Air Command. He and the inspection team appeared unannounced at a facility to examine 

everything from operational to administrative readiness. The nature of politics requires these inspections 

have transparency, autonomy and legal authority to guarantee their effectiveness and integrity. 

The prison inspection team envisioned would focus on four elements; administration, security, inmates, 

and public input.  Public input includes the families of officers and inmates as well as the community.  
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Families of the staff and inmates will speak to issues overlooked or buried in the current inspection 

process. Investigators from Florida Department  of Law Enforcement  and recent graduates from law 

schools  operating  under  the  charter  of  a  statewide  prosecutor  would  augment  the  inspection  team. 

Hopefully,  these  will  be  young  lawyers  that  bring  integrity,  idealism  and  energy  that  only  needs 

direction.  

Inspecting lawyers under a statewide prosecutor can break this  cycle of violence and corruption by 

preparing  the  necessary  charge  sheets,  evidence,  and  depositions  for  the  State.  This  expedites 

prosecution in cases where local State Attorneys may not be disposed to pursue legal  action or are  

plagued with excessive caseloads. 

Prisons are pressure cookers that can explode with little or no notice. Corrections Officers need to be fit 

enough to arrive at the disturbance quickly with the ability to evaluate the situation, report and then take 

action. Testing of physical fitness and technical expertise insures the security staff is capable of meeting 

unexpected contingencies. These same tests are tools to measure individual proficiency and to evaluate 

prison-training programs. This testing includes the entire security staff from the newest recruit to the 

warden. 

Exit briefings include meritorious promotions, awards for outstanding service as well as relief from duty 

for incompetence and formulation  of charge sheets  for legal  action.  All  of which is  open to public 

attendance and scrutiny. 

Like the prison accreditation commission, our elected representatives have failed to act on the 

information available to them in their oversight roles. Unannounced and autonomous inspections are an 

approach with wide applications. Corruption in prisons has been supported by the political and personal 
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relationships  woven  among  and  between  the  prison  industrial  complex,  legislature  and  executive 

branches  of  government.  These  relationships  are  fueled  by  improper  contracts  and  political 

contributions, which destroy the checks and balances of government. 

. A Change in Sentencing

First, require that the drug buyer receive the same sentence as the seller. Second, require completion of 

addiction rehabilitation program for drug related/ motivated felony. Rehabilitation programs must be 

completed prior to any computation of time served. Rehabilitation programs are expensive.  So use 

forfeiture money and/or charge the offender for the program.

The third and last step: No person convicted of a felony shall be released from jail or prison without a  

high school diploma or GED. The offender also pays for education. If sentenced with a high school 

diploma or GED, then the price of early release goes up to an Associate of Arts (AA) degree.  Be  

sentenced with an AA or higher  and the only credit  for time served comes from time served as a 

Teacher’s Aid (TA).

Prison officials will argue that space does not exist for such programs. It simply takes converting TV 

rooms into 24 hour learning centers, making inmates responsible for their own education and assigning 

TAs.  Such a model has been developed at the Tomoka prison by Horizon Communities in Prison and 

has been operating in Florida character-based dorms for years.

The seed money for such programs on a  larger scale  could come from telephone commissions  and 

canteen profits. Last year there were over $36 million dollars in profits from those operations.
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There are definite pluses to the suggested program. Research by both Florida Tax Watch and the DOC 

shows  that  inmates  participating  in  educational  and  vocational  programs  have  higher  performance 

levels, lower disciplinary rates, lower recidivism rates, and are more likely to stay off of public dole.  

Further, these studies also show there is up to a $3.20 return on each dollar spent.

The choices are simple. We can continue with the penal philosophy of ‘hard time’ and watch our prison 

system grow in size and costs. A viable alternative is to require prisoners to work their way out by 

earning a minimum of a degree and become licensed in a profession. 

Last year,  more men, women and children were sent to prison for drug crimes than violent crimes.  

Whereas many sent to prisons for drug crimes were not addicts themselves, the system can speak to 

those that were.  In many cases the reality is we are sending addicts to prison for drug crimes and then  

releasing them into the national fabric of "ex-cons," where the recidivism rate is 68 percent. 

The starting point is a simple law that anyone convicted of a felony is automatically given a 25 year 

sentence. When they complete both education and professional license and meet minimum time served, 

they are freed. 

Education is not just cramming for a GED but going through all the grades to include end of year tests  

administered by outside and independent agencies. Also included is passage of all the FCATs. This type 

of sentence will be particularly hard on foreigners involved in drug trafficking. They will have to first  

learn enough English to participate in educational programs. 

Get convicted of another felony and it is an automatic 25 years unless the inmate can finance and enroll 

in a college level program. 
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Chances are that the war on drugs will become a moot point as the price of drugs will skyrocket. Get  

caught selling or possessing any amount of drugs can quickly turn into a 25 year sentence instead of a 

slap on the wrist and a few months in the county jail. 

A sentencing arrangement such as this is a very strong deterrent. Those that are predisposed to continue 

their lives of criminality will most likely move to other locals. Costly, maybe, but much less than paying 

for a second or third round of incarceration.  

A Meaningful Life

Two dictums guide this proposal: The first is to meet inmates where they are and the second is to stay  

focused on a clearly defined process.  Meeting them where they are means going into the jails  and 

prisons with a program that prepares inmates for their  re-entry to society.  My experience is that an 

inmate  needs  one  to  two  years  practicing  introspection  prior  to  re-entry.  There  is  just  too  much 

confusion and disorientation when a person leaves prison to integrate them into an intensive re-entry 

program of this nature without a firm grounding in the practice of introspection. 

The  second  dictum  addresses  the  decision  making  process  of  choices  between  the  good  life  and 

meaningful life. A good life can be characterized by having the wherewithal to live, but a meaningful  

life is having something to live for.  Knowledge-based programs address education, employability and 

substance abuse and are essential for attaining the means to a good life. Decision-making focused on a  

passionate desire to acquire the means for a good life is often a formula leading to prison. 

Becoming aware of the distinction between having the means for a good life and a meaningful life is  

only  the  first  step in  the  wisdom journey.  The second step is  the  practice  of  intense  introspection 

required to embark on the road to a meaningful life. This is a journey that cannot be intellectualized by 
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talking the talk. It can only be attained by walking the walk and a tough walk it is. The premise that 

guides the walk is: we are not born with meaningful lives but must attain them. 

There is no reason to limit programs of this nature to people coming out of prison. Students, veterans, 

and professionals floundering in meaningless lives can and should be included in the mix. Meaningless 

lives are often characterized by failed marriages, substance abuse, deaths, depression, sicknesses and 

skirmishes with the law. Anyone can benefit from a support group and the ensuing synergy contributes 

to the wisdom journey. 

The  setting  for  this  journey  is  a  residential  Zen  Center.  Similar  centers  operate  in  Providence, 

Cambridge,  Hartford  and  Los  Angeles.  In  a  Zen  Center,  we  see  clearly  how  our  opinions  create 

problems by coming between us and the situations in which we find ourselves. When we let go of these 

opinions, it is possible to live our everyday lives with clarity and harmony. 

Similar results can be attained by substituting Christian for Zen and prayer for meditation. The key lies 

not so much in the religious tradition but in establishing a community where everyone comes together 

once or twice a day in the practice of introspection - be it contemplative prayer or meditation. 

The  practice  extends  into  all  phases  of  community  life.  Everyone  shares  in  the  tasks  of  cooking, 

cleaning, maintenance and community service. Learning to integrate community living and the practice 

with education and employment creates the combination that prepares people for a meaningful life. 

Of particular relevance to participants is that these communities provide an inexpensive way to live. 

Program expenses do not exceed the capacity of what a resident can support thru part time employment.  

Additionally, if the mortgage is paid then, what would equate to the mortgage payment can be returned 

to  those  residents  as  tuition  assistance.  This  assistance  can  be  used  for  GED  training,  vocational 
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programs or college classes. In any event, these facilities are totally self-supporting or they cease to 

exist. 

On the surface, this program sounds easy. Integrating work, education and introspection is hard enough, 

complicating this with recovery from substance abuse, court costs, restitution and community service 

requires a self-discipline few prison inmates have had the opportunity to experience.

 It is a hard pull made harder by knowing that quitting is an option every step of the journey. As with the 

phoenix, the road to a meaningful life begins in the fire of transformation. The tragedy is that so few are  

willing to help those willing to embark on the journey of transformation. 

In Conclusion

Our current criminal justice-prison system holds not only its inmates but our very society in the 

chains of poverty, ignorance, violence and hopelessness. We can and should do better, for ourselves, for 

our country and for our future.  

As I said up front: This eBook, this trip and the past 15 years of work have been - and remain - 

my contribution to finding that solution. 
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