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Justice Now is certainly molded for and functions through the work of their summer interns.  Initially, during the training week, I felt rather apathetic. I have always done community service work, outreach work, and work for nonprofit organizations, but it has always been within my own communities, places that I felt integrally tied to and responsible for. I left Massachusetts after a horrendous week of final exams, and another week and a half of working double shifts and then all of a sudden there I was in Oakland. I found myself in a strange city across the country, utterly exhausted physically and emotionally, and rather unmotivated and overwhelmed by Justice Now and the work filled summer ahead.

Have no fear, though, after the initial scare and the dragging first training week I managed to get my head on straight. I was very overwhelmed by the intensity, and magnitude of this work, but I learned so much and by the second month one of most devastating things was the thought of leaving all of the clients and relationships that I worked so hard to build behind.

So what did I actually do at Justice Now? Well besides trying to break dance at concerts in Oakland city center on my lunch breaks, walking everywhere, and trying hopelessly to explore the city during the always too short weekends, I did a whole lot of office work. I worked on three major projects throughout the summer and I also had at any given time at least nine direct service cases involving medical advocacy for women in prison. 

I worked on the case against Dr. Anwar, a former prison doctor at Central California Women’s Facility (CCWF) who has been accused of botching numerous surgeries in California women’s prisons. I worked on the media aspect of the case and I also kept up on the timeline of the case, which is being handled by a large law firm in San Francisco, Bingham McCutchen by going with an attorney from Justice Now to meetings at Bingham and McCutchen to discuss the media agenda in the Anwar case. Additionally,  and I communicated by phone and met with plaintiffs and potential plaintiffs in the Anwar case who have been released from prison and those still incarcerated at CCWF to discuss their experiences with Dr. Anwar. Finally on this project, I worked with a reporter who is writing an article for the LA Times on the Anwar case to gather information and research the previous and current qualifications for prison doctors under recent changes to the prison medical system as a result of the Plata Case against malpractice and poor health care in California Prisons. Generally I found a heartbreaking deluge of tragic, disgusting, money hungry stuff.

I also worked this summer on a human rights project on the Destruction of Reproductive Capacities. In the beginning of the summer I compiled and edited a survey that examines the destruction of reproductive capacity of women in California prisons and throughout the rest of the summer I worked to send out these surveys to documenters in California women’s prisons and organize them when they were returned. Justice Now has noticed a large number of questionable sterilizations (hysterectomies, ovary removal etc…) as well as incredibly poor baseline gynecological care leading to infertility in California women’s prisons. The goal of the survey is to address the loss of reproductive capacity for women in prison on three levels: forced or coerced sterilizations, poor gynecological care, and finally, incarceration throughout reproductive years. The human rights campaign at Justice now works both qualitatively and quantitatively so in addition to surveys and data collection I also went to CCWF to meet with documenters and I interviewed multiple women at CCWF who have experienced forced or coerced hysterectomies. This project was very time intensive and somewhat frustrating, but I was glad that we were taking it on and I really liked being a part of the medical work. 

In addition to the surveys, I also worked on a memo for our Safe Motherhood human rights project. This project addresses the care of pregnant and birthing women in Valley State Prison for Women (VSPW) were all pregnant and birthing women in California are housed. For this report I researched baseline gynecological care in the free world and compiled a memo that can be used as a reference in assessing the abuses that Justice Now has observed against pregnant and birthing women in VSPW. This report highlights the issues that Justice Now has found are most violated at VSPW and is meant to be used as a comparison between the care of pregnant and birthing women in prison and care in the free world. 

My last project at Justice Now involved Board of Parole Hearings. These hearings are held once a month and they are a public space where certain complex cases are reheard by the Board of Parole. It is not unusual for the attorneys and family members of incarcerated individuals to be present at the Board of Parole Hearings and there is a time when the public can come forward in favor or against the previous decisions of the board. Unfortunately, these hearings have turned into a space where victim’s rights advocates and others simply trash prisoners and advocate that they should never get out of prison. I only spoke at one of the hearings, but I did attend the Board of Parole rehiring committee hearing, a heading where certain members of the board or reviewed and rehired yearly if they are deemed qualified by all California state representatives and as I quickly discovered the members of the board are never fired. All of the legislators were present to make the decision and it was a public hearing. I was completely disgusted by the complete ignorance of the legislators, the level of nonchalance of the whole hearing, and the complete incompetence of the two commissioners, who were both of course approved. In a few weeks there is another hearing at which I will be speaking because our lawyers cannot speak lest their words be used against them when they are representing a future client in front of the parole board.

When I spoke at the July hearing in Sacramento, I addressed the case of Flozelle Woodmore, a woman who killed her boyfriend in self-defense after 6 years of serious domestic abuse. Flozelle was sentenced to 15 years to life in prison for second-degree murder and she first came before the board of parole in 2000. at that time the board found her eligible for release and recommended her case to the governor for approval, but he turned her case down. For the next 6 years Flozelle was found eligible fy the board and the decision was overturned by the governor. I spoke to this issue because I wanted to address the board in a manner that did not completely turn them off (in other words thank them for making the right decision in cases like Flozelles), but also point out that their decisions were worthless without the support of the governor. I also chose to highlight this case because it is a situation where justice and crime are not so clear. Flozelle did commit a terrible “crime”, but she was a victim as well. It was very frustrating to hear victim’s rights activists act as if there was only one side to the story. 

Justice Now is working to counter this trend and advocate for the rights of people in prison who are coming up before the parole board. Currently the California Board of Parole grants parole to less than 1% of all inmates and Arnold Schwarzeneger overturns 80% of the people that they even grant parole. This means that less than .2% of people that go before the board of parole each year are released. This is entirely counter to the law, which states that if a person is rehabilitated and no longer deemed a threat to society, he or she should be released. I’m really excited about this.

So, that is the not so short recap of the work I did this summer, but how did I feel about this work, the work atmosphere, the politics, and the agenda of the organization? As in any work environment there were both serious positives and negatives. I really like the bay area and I loved the size and diversity of the city of Oakland and of the office. There were law students, undergraduates, lawyers and we all worked together very well most of the time. Everyone was extremely busy, which got frustrating sometimes because you need to ask staff questions, or something must be edited before it is sent out, but there is no one to do this. Letters and faxes that needed to go out and were time sensitive often sat around for days or even weeks before they were addressed and reviewed by staff and even though there was a system to supposedly address this, the only way to get anything done in a timely manner was to bug the hell out of staff and put things right under their noses repeatedly. I had some real problems with one of my supervisors because she was almost never in the office at all, and when she was it seemed she was always out to lunch. As a result I ended up doing the majority of my work for her completely on my own without guidance, which was fine and I was glad for that freedom, but I did build up some resentment towards here and her criticisms were not taken well because she had not built any kind of relationship with me. Some of the staff were simply too young and inexperienced to handle the number of interns and the workload, and I often found myself chasing people around the office or feeling guilty about bringing problems that I had to them. 

Most of the time this lack of timeliness was not because people are not working hard or trying-there is simply just too much to do. However, I did get increasingly jaded and frustrated at the summer went on with certain members of the staff and with the work environment, which is “so serious,” about discussing certain “social justice” issues such as race, class, white privilege, and gender issues and hetero-normativity in relation to the prison industrial complex, but does not actually prepare you or give you the tools to deal with the kind of real life hard shit that interns face daily on the phone, in letters, and in personal meetings at the prison. 

One case that came up this summer at Justice Now comes to mind as an example; a woman called because her husband had kidnapped her kids and she did not know where they were or what to do. one of the interns took her call and spoke with staff members and she was advised not to tell the woman to call the police. Though I understand the desire not to get the police involved and there are plenty of situations when this appropriate, but in this case and I think many others I believe that the woman should be told all of her options including calling the police and she can make the decision herself. Yes police mess things up a lot and the criminal justice system in this country is corrupt on so many levels, but there are far too many communities in this country where police are doing good things and working in conjunction with youth organizations to promote health and education and it is narrow minded to eliminate the other sides of the picture completely. Throughout the summer I met a number of young men and women on street corners in Oakland that were working with police organizations to support youth activism against violence through hip hop and art and Justice Now staff were incredibly negative, which both angered and saddened me. There was often this air of cookie cutter radicalism in the office, a kind of competition of who could be more political and radical, which I wanted nothing to do with. 

I got so sick of intellectualizing and academicizing these issues that were so clearly going on in front of and around us in the community of Oakland and in all of the prisons where we worked and the communities of the women that we worked with. On this note, I and many if not all of the other interns in the office also felt that the seminar that we had once a week for which we had a heavy load of readings relating to race, gender, and the prison industrial complex was ineffective most of the time, took time away from our work, and created unnecessary awkwardness and frustration amongst the interns and the staff. The ideas behind the seminar are good, but it is so stifling and suffocating to sit around a table in a closed room with a bunch of highly educated people essentially talking about issues “outside”. Additionally, I felt that because I was not a minority and I did not identify as queer, I had no backup or justification to state my opinion on anything. I, and many of the other interns, addressed these issues during our exit interviews with Justice Now and they certainly know that the seminar needs a good deal of work if it is going to continue. 

I still believe that Justice Now is an incredible organization and the internship opportunity is one of a kind. In no other environment would I have had such personal responsibility and freedom. In no other internship would I have been able to work directly with women in prison, to see the California board of parole in action as well as all of the state representatives. In no other internship would I have learned so much about gender issues in prison. Becoming jaded with an organization is part of understanding your own place within the framework of that organization and the ways in which you can learn and grow and I can certainly say that working at Justice Now enabled me to do this in a very big way. Once again, a huge thank you to CLPP for making this possible! You all are incredible!

