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   December 10, 2007 
 
Honorable Governor Christine Gregoire 
416 Sid Snyder Avenue, S.W. 
Olympia, WA 98504-0001 
 
Dear Governor Gregoire: 
 
I am writing on behalf of 96,000+ children of Washington who need your help 
now. These children have been largely invisible in our communities until a few 
people started asking very simple and obvious questions: How many children 
do prisoners have? Where are these children? Are they well? The answers are 
beginning to take shape and they are troubling. 
 
In Washington, more than 8,500 people return from prison to our communities 
each year. Of these men and, increasingly, women, 82% have an average of 
1.91 children each. More than 28,900 children have a parent currently in prison 
and more than another 67,680 children have a parent under community 
supervision.  
 
Some of these children are living with the remaining parent, usually in tough 
economic circumstances, even if that remaining parent is fully functional. Some 
live with relatives, usually grandparents. If they are lucky, the grandparents 
have the energy, love and income to cushion some of the pain of growing up 
with a parent in prison. Yet another group enters the foster care system; I know 
you know how miserable and even destructive a life in foster care can be.  
 
Beyond these general answers, we know very little about where and how these 
children are, but even these general answers suggest an ugly truth: when we 
sentence people to prison for a wider array of crimes and for longer terms, with 
fewer opportunities to learn life and career skills while incarcerated and more 
restrictions on their lives when they leave prison, we are also sentencing their 
innocent children to harder lives. These children are 5 to 7 times more likely to 
spend part of their life behind bars, with all that means about wrecked lives and 
families and more victims and more social and economic costs. Is this an 
intended consequence of our justice system? 
 
The last session of the Legislature took first steps to recognize the needs of 
children and their families who had a member in prison. E2SHB 1422 and the 
Oversight Committee’s June 2006 Final Report to the Governor and Legislature 
at least made us aware we needed to pay attention and to help children with 
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incarcerated parents. In the normal process of legislation, we would have two or three years of 
studies, evaluations, discussions and then, maybe, another tiny step toward change. Our children 
cannot wait for such slow, inadequate steps. Their lives are unfolding now, every day clouded by 
the social shame and economic limitations of their lives.  
 
 
As Coordinator of the Transition & Reentry Reform Coalition, I ask that you work with us and a 
number of other groups who are shaping the next steps of a program to help children and 
families with an incarcerated parent. 
 
Members of the TRRC (Transition & Reentry Reform Coalition), along with Casey Family 
Programs, Children’s Home Society of America, the Washington State Department of 
Corrections, the Post-Prison Education Program, Volunteers of America, and Big Brothers Big 
Sisters has been mightily involved in the effort to help not only the children whose parents are in 
prison but those who are on “probation.”  On Monday, 19 November 2007, Ben de Haan 
(formerly Director of Oregon’s DOC and former Managing Director of State Strategy Systems 
Improvement for the Casey Family Programs, and founder of the Oregon Children’s Justice 
Alliance) walked NGOs, lobbyists, senior staff of the Washington State Legislature’s House and 
Senate through the attached analyses and recommendations. Ben’s recommendations, with which 
we heartily agree, can be summarized as follows: 
 

• The Advisory Committee process in E2SHB 1422 does not work for a number of reasons; 
• We do not have an overall coordinating and planning entity (such as Oregon’s Children’s 

Justice Alliance); 
• There must be new legislation, and it must focus on increasing community participation, 

a change of leadership, and adding resources in the right place; 
• CTED is not helping – the time is right to have DOC in a leadership role; 
• We need help with getting the E2SHB 1422 information from the agencies; 
• The nine (9) recommendations from the first Oversight Committee’s Final Report to the 

Governor and Legislature look good; however, unfortunately, they have not been 
implemented. 

 
The attachment to this message contains more detailed analysis and recommendations from Dr. 
de Haan. As a long-time administrator and scholar of both child welfare and corrections 
programs, he writes with great authority and clarity. I know he would be more than happy to 
meet with you personally to review his recommendations. 
 
Translating these recommendations into action is urgent, calling for real leadership from each 
branch of the state government. When a small handful (3-5) of law-breakers made headlines, the 
state was quick to act on beefing up community supervision security; money was no object. 
96,600+ children whose lives are the “toxic consequences of our policy of mass incarceration,” as 
Ben De Haan has described it, surely deserve at least the same level of leadership concern and 
state action. 
 



 - 3 - 

We would appreciate an opportunity to discuss our ideas with you and your policy staff as soon 
as possible so that we can use this session to move needed legislation. I will contact Cindy 
Zehnder next week to follow-up. 
 
On behalf of 96,600+ Washington children, thank you for your time and attention.  
With best personal regards and hopes for a joyous holiday season, I am, 
 
Yours truly, 
 
 
 
Ronald Ein, Ph.D. 
State Coordinator, Transition & Reentry Reform Coalition 
(206) 624-8687 
(206)-722-0769 
 
Cc:  Senator Lisa Brown 
        Speaker Frank Chopp 
Attachment – Dr. DeHaan, Analysis and Recommendations 

 

 
 
 
 


