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The ASFA Expanded Discretion Bill
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Long Termers Committee
Bedford Hills Correctional Faciiify
" P.O.Box 1000/247 Harris Road
Bedford MHills, New York 10507

Legisiature Sub-Committee

MEMORANDUM IN SUPPORT OF ASFA
EXPANDED DISCRETION BILL

" Civilian Advocate Bill No. A.5462-A/8.2233-A
Wendy Cushman
' Title: An act to amend the Social Services Law, in relation to
Core Miembers . . .
Susan W, Cobaugh, th§ guardianship and custody of dest.ltute or depenc%ant
Chair j children who have a parent or parents incarcerated or in a
Sharon Mabry, - residential substance abuse treatment program.
Co-Chair
Christina Sanabria, Summary:  This bill seeks to enhance permanency for children by
Pre-School Voices Liaisoh 1l . £ del he fili £
Deborah D. Pretlow, _ a owing a ost.er care agency tq elay the nling o a
Teen and Young Adutt Voices Liaison petition to terminate the parental rights of a parent who is
Tami Eldrige, incarcerated or participating in a residential substance
Foster Care Liaison abuse treatment program when such agency believes that
Judith Clark, filing a termination petition is not in the best interests of
infant Cenler Liaison .
Lee Ann Armanini-Riedel, the child.
Nursery Liaison
Reason for Support:

BHCF Long-Tenn Legal Education
Research Committee Members
Taryn Adamson

Danna Arroyo

Mazaltov Borukhova

Kimberly Burse

Alma Calderaro

Tanya Camphell

Stacey Castor

 Dally Clapp

Karl Cordato

Stacy A. DeBeer

Tanika Dickson

Tracey E. Doyle

Angela Dozier

Bliss Edwards

Alicta Garretf

Lanetta Hill

Keesha Holmas

Lynn Larkin

Rene Lynch

Zahira Matos

Deborah McCabe

Annette Monstream’

Euginia Pedraza )
Rebecca Polomaine o e
Micki Pryor

Brenda Rabideau .
Janel Redmond-Mercereau
.Glennis Robinson '
Roberta Root

Natasha Sedunova -
Assia Serrano
Maryanne Voorhees

We, the incarcerated mother’s of Bedford Hills
Correctional Facility, join hundreds of organizations
across New York State in urging you to support the ASFA
Expanded Discretion Bill, A.5462-A/S.2233-A.

It is the public mandate of New York State’s Department
of Corrections to “rehabilitate” individuals to become
better members of American society upon their release
from prison. This taxpayer-funded mandate is best served
when behind bars mothers participate in “rehabilitative
parent programs”, which better equips them to guide their
children away from the criminal justice system.

As our annexed letters prove, children who have
consistent contact (letters, visits, telephone calls) with
their incarcerated mothers positively benefit. These
mothers offer their children powerful guidance and
effective reinforcement of core values such as: Speak
honestly, behave with a good conscience, act with
integrity, and contribute positively to society.

| | "W do nor beiteve that ncarcerated mothers and thetr children were senteniced to lose each other... To
proforndly disrupt family relattons durtng the mother's bupitsonment 1s ta sentence the children to fal
Htelong Infury.” —Freclons Bedell and Xathy Boudin—

Carolyn Warnmus




Long Termers Commlttee
Bedford Hills Correctional Facility
P.0. Box 1000/247 Harris Road
Bedford Hiils, New York 10507

Legislature Sub-Committee
Civilian Advocate
Wendy Cushman

Core Members
Susan M. Cobaugh,
Chair

VOTE

VOTE

VOTE

Therefore,

Hence, the letters from our children prove that they
benefit from their continued bond with us, as we serve our
prison term. Our incarceration has not diminished but, in
fact, increased our effectiveness as mothers. Thus, we
implore this tribunal to enact legislation, which protects a
child’s right to know, love and learn from their
incarcerated mother.

Please Protect The Mother- Child Bond

For legislation that Jlegally enforces the binding
stipulations of an incarcerated mother’s conditional
surrender agreement, so that, incarcerated mothers and
their children may continue their bond through pictures,
phone calls, letters, and visits.

For legislation, which applies retroactively to conditional
surrender agreements; many incarcerated mothers trusted
their appointed family court lawyers promises regarding
stipulations, then suddenly those mothers lost complete
contact with their children, without gny legal path of
redress.

That Family Court judges be compelled to invoke their
discretion when terminating of incarcerated mothers.

we strongly urge you to support A.5462-A/S.2233-A; a
critical step toward ensuring that children with
incarcerated parents have the opportunity to maintain
those relationships by giving agencies a necessary
discretion to delay the filing of TPR proceedings.

i r}a not bellem ﬁmr Jncarcemted marllers mrd Hhelr chlldren were. smrcnced ro Iose ea::h ariier... Ta :
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And
Their Daughters Advocate
To Protect
The Mother-Child Bond

Judith Clark, Din#83-G-0313, (2pg.)
Harriet Clark, Daughter (2pg.)

N S. Bobbi Cobaugh, Din#05-G-0129, (2pg.)
\Christina Mary Cobaugh, Daughter (1pg.)

Deborah Pretlow, Din#99-G-0758, (2pg.)
Danielle Autumn Pretlow, Daughter (2pg.)




Please Protect the Mother-Child Bond!
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Long Termers Committee
Bedford Hills Correctional Facility
P.O. Box 1000/247 Harris Road
Bedford Hills, New York 10507

Legislature Sub-Committee
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S Sl (1 year old when mother arrested; 29 years old today)
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g s : I LOVE MY MOM! -
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"We do not belleve that incarcerated mothers and their children were sentenced to lose each other... Te
L | profoundly disrupt family relations durng the mother's tmprisomment Is to sentence the children to [a]
IHe-Tong tnfury ~Prectous Bedell and Xathy Boudin—

Maryanne Voorhees
Carolyn Warmus




“December 18, 2009 -

Dear Legislator,

I am writing in regards to pending legislation to revise the Safe Families and Adoption law.
In considering such legislation I know that youir aim is to provide children with the safest
and healthiest homelife possible; to this.end, I want to urge you to support the ASFA
Expa.nded Discretion Bill. I am twenty-nine years old and my mother has been mcarcerated
since I was eleven months old. Growing up I visited her every weekend from 8:30 in the

" morning till 3 in the afternoon in the Children’s Center of the Bedford Hills Correctional

Facility. Every few days we spoke on the plione and sometimes at night my grandmother
would hold the phone up in the air while I played the piano so that my mother could hear
me practicing.

I was a tertible piano player and when I knew my mother was listening 1 dttempted to
compensate for this by playing very loudly—I slammed down on the keys extra hard and
made a racket that surely sounded more like 2 thunderstorm than like music. It didn’t matter.
What mattered was that my mother could hear me. She could not come to my recitals or see
-me practicing every night but when my grandmother held the phone up and I rumbled away
on-out old piano, I felt like my mother was able to hear and understand that part of my life.
More importantly, it made the vadous parts of my life—my mother, my grandmother, my
short-lived musical career-—feel like they were all part of one life, which was my life.

lee many of the kids I grew up with at Bedford, I have felt abandoned and angry, and like
-those kids I have needed my mother to see and respond to that hurt in me. There are
questions I’ve had that only she could answer, things Pve needed to say that could only be
said to her. There has always been a hole in my life where my mother was supposed to be
and no one understands this more than my mother because there is the hole in her life where
"1 was meant to be. '

_ When I entered grade school it became particularly bewildering to me to be away from my
mother. I wanted to know where she lived, what her room looked like, whether she knew
what my room looked like. I wanted to know what it looked like where my mother lived
long before I wanted to know what she had done to be in prison or why she had done it. -
Every weekend when I was younger, my grandfather drove me to visit my mom and at some
point in each visit I asked to see her room. Every week my mother sent me a letter filled
with drawings and stoties and each titne I received her letter, I tried to imagine what it
looked like at the desk where she had written it. As I requested, she drew me pictures of het
room afid«described over and over what was on her walls, what her window looked onto,
' what she saw when she was lying in bed. "I paste watercolors all around me;" she wrote.
"Blue skies, rust red deserts, endless turquoise seas." On the phone I told her, "At night I lie
“in bed and try to hear grandma's TV." =

One summer my mother asked my grandfather to buy matching birdbooks for us. During
_our visits or over the phone, my mom described to me the birds she saw from the window
- of her cell. At home each night my grandfather and I paged through my book and imagined
the birds my mother had seen that day In the v151tlng room of the Children's Center, there .



wete vatious arts and crafts matertals and one Saturday my mother and I built 2 birdhouse
out of cardboard and popsicle sticks. "You put this up at home and tell me-about the birds

that come," my mother suggested. That weekend my grandfather and I made a place at our
window for the makeshift feeder.

At the age of twenty-nine I-understand now how those books.and the birdhouse were early

- steps of repair and feconnection within my fafily; I can:understand how my mother and
grandfather both-worked to take those steps. As a child; though, T'’knéw only that they did -
work, that I leafed through those books-each night and believed very much that I could see
what my mother saw. [ watched the birds collect around our feeder and I could not wait to

~ tellmymom:about them. In the'midst ¢f missing my mother-and-worrying about her, the -
books and birdhouse wete very real to me. They were solid comforts in the face of what was
thien and 1s still now painful and confusing.

What I am trying to-say here is that I need my mother, Pve-always needed her, and in this
way I.am no different'than any.other child. Living away from her—having to live away from
her because of something she did—has not changed how much I want her mothering. As-
you consider Jegislation that affects families like mine, please keep in mind that children who
can’t be with their mother still need their mother. I’ve seen this over and over during my

‘time vistting Bedford: kids reach-out, despite everything, for their mom. Please let our
mothers continue to reach out to us.

‘Respectfully,

Harret Clark

Y



Judith Clark

83G0313 E.W.

Bedford Hills Correctional Facility
Box 1060

Bedford Hills, NY 10507

Senator Montgomery
LOB 711
Albany, NY 12247

Decembar 14, 2009
Dear Senator Montgomery,

i am writing to support the ASFA Expanded Discretion Bill
(A.5462/5.3438) which you are sponsoring. My daughter, Harriet
was a year old when I was arrested. She is now 29 years old, a
writer and teacher, currently writing on a fellowship at sStanford
University. Her relationship to me throughout her entire life has
been from a distance. And vet, we have a vibrant, close
mother-daughter relationship that has benefited both of us
gnormously.

It could have been different. When Harriet was four years old, my
parents sued me for custody of her. While they wanted her to live
permanently with them, they had no intention of keeping her away
from me. But the Family Court Judyge who presided over the case,
when learning of my c¢rime and sentence, initially intended to
include in his order that I not be allowed any contact with her.
Luckily, the court appointed law guardian, who had carefully
spoken to all of us while the case was pending, spoke strongly of
the bond Harriet had already formed with me and succeeded in
convincing the Judge to allow my parents total discretion. The
result is that Harriet visited me weekly, spoke with me on the
phone and received my weekly letters. She spoke of the Children's
Center playroom as her "second home." She got to know the regular
officers s8¢0 well that one of them was the first to know her SAT
scores;: she became friends with other children who shared her
burden of separation. Most importantly., she got to know me, to
experience my love and focused attention toward her. She was able
to guestion me about how I felt about leaving her and about my
crime and she witnessed my sincere remorse and efforts toward
change, which she knows was largely motivated by my efforts to be
the mother she needed.

We celebrated our joint birthdays together and while I could not
be at Harriet's graduation, she saw me receive my Bachelors and



Masters Dagrees and we were able to hold a celebration for her
high school graduation. She met women I counseled and cared for
as a founding staff member of ACE--AIDS Counseling and
Education--and mothers I taught in pre-natal and parenting
classes. She built a deep relationship with then Director of the
Children's Center, Sister Elaine Roulet, which sparked her own
spiritual journey., as she witnessed mine. Recently, for my 60th
birthday, she wrote me a list of "60 things I love about my
mother." It included funny quirks=-~like my waking up in the midle
of the night to have & second helping of dessert--which she knows
bacause we go on trailer visits, and her appreciation that I "let
her be grumpy on the phone, not talk when she doesn't feesl like
it, and talk and talk and talk" when she needs to. In other
words, she has been able to experience me as her mother. And that
has helped her cope with the losses and difficulties she has
faced because of my terrible choices many years agygc.

I have spent time with many mothers who were not as fortunate as
me, who lost custody and contact with their children. Sadly, I
have come to know some of those children who have ended up
incarcerated themselves. I will never forget one of them who
said to me, "I guess I just had to do something to come to that
place my mother disappeared into when I was young." Children who
lose all contact with their mothers often are left with so many
unanswered gquesitions and grief and may end up blaming themselves
for what happened to their mothers, or acting ouf in order to
identify with their mothers. The right to sustained contackt with
our children does not automatically address these problems. But
it is the first step in enabling us to take responsibility as
parents, to address the harm we have caused tg our children
through our incarceration.

For these and many other reasons, I want to thank you for
sponsoring this bill and for your continued care and concern for
our families.

Respectfully.,

G (O

udith Clark
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"W do not belleve that incarcerated mothers and their children were sentenced to lose each other.. Te -
| profoundly disrupt family relations durbig the mother's tmprisomment Is to sentence the children to [a]
Itte-long mury.” —Precious Bedell and Xathy Boudin—




We never know when we wake if in the morning, if the events of that day will merely
mimic those of yesterday or if the events of that day will ultimately change the course of our
lives. For us, the children of incarcerated parents, we all can recall one day that we vividly
remember. One day that some children chose to tuck away, only denying its existence, while
others wear it on their sleeve for all to see. One day that forever jaded our childhood. For me,
this day was in February of 2004. This day started off like any other day. I woke to the sounds
and smells of coffee brewing, the usual sign of lifc in the Cobaugh household. As I laid in bed,
postponing the arrival of this new day, my mother kissed me on the check and said, “I’m going
out, I’ll be back before lunch.” Being the 15 year old T was, I pretended to sleep until T heard
the door open and close. My mother never made it back to the apartment that day. As she was
getting out of her car, the Washington D.C. police arrested her, as I stood there powerless to
stop them. Had I known that would be the last morning I spent with my mother, I would have
acted differently. I would have watched her, inferacted with her, learned from her. I would
have tried to soak up every lesson, every piece of wisdom, and token of advice that a mother
can give a daughter. It was eight months after that day that my mother was sentenced to serve
20-to-Life. Images of memories not yet' made passed through my mind, high school
graduation, 21* birthday, college graduation, all days that I would have to face without her.
The task seemed daunting, but one-trait children of incarced parents master is that of
adaptability. Although this one-day may define my darkest hour, it has also transformed my
relationship with my mother in indescribable ways.

My mother, Susan Cobaugh, is one a kind. She is brilliant, funny, strong, and selfless.
She has the ability to command the attention of a room, yet captivate the imagination of a
child. Through her letters and phone calls, she has been able, to motivate me and-empower me
in ways that only a mother can. There isan irreplaceable bond between and a mother and a
child. A bond that transcends age, race, and social class. It is a bond made purely from
unconditional love. My personal relationship with my mother is one that I could never replace
or replicate. OQver the past seven years she has been able to guide me through adulthood by -
celebrating my accomplishments, offering me tokens of advice, and mending my broken heart.

I have numerous stories of festive holiday cards and thoughtful birthday presents that
my mother has sent me, but one memory that I cherish is a visit that took place on my 18"
birthday. While we celebrated my birthday in a very non-traditional way, it was our way and
that is all that mattered. I remember sitting outside on a bench on that warm June day, and for
those few minutes that we were sitting there, talking about college and reminiscing over the
past 18 years, I felt whole. I didn’t feel the constant surveillance of security guards and I didn’t
hear the distracting sounds of the surrounding visitors. For that moment in time, it was just my
mom and I, a mother and a daughter celebrating a life full of happiness and love and looking
forward to a future of promise and success.

I do not agree with the actions that have placed my mother behind bars, but by not
allowing contact between a mother and a child, is hindering the child’s growth and healing
process. Children are the unheard victims of incarceration. We are the ones left behind to hear
the whispers of our mothers transgressions, and to read the tabloids dehumanizing the women
that raised us, but most importantly we are left to brave this world without the daily love and
support.of our mothqr_s. If we, as children, chose to reach out to our mothers, whether it is for
love, support, guidance, or reconciliation, we should have that opportunity. Grant us this one
request. The lives of children with incarcerated mothers are very unique therefore the State of
New York should have laws that reflect this fragile bond. To you, Susan Cobaugh is inmate
number 05-G-0129, but to me she is my mother, she is part of me and I am proud to call her

Mom.
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Tn 1966, when ! opened my eyes I was not the beloved daughter of anyone, I was a
bastard child assigned the New Jersey foster #14468. Eventually, I was adopted; I was raised by
strangers.‘ Was I lucky? I was feed, clothed and sheltered. Was I nurtured? No. Was I abused?
Yes. As an adopted child my development as a soul was forever altered. [ am lost; I am
marginalized; I have no family who cares for me; I pine for the truth of my biological history;
which the State of New Jersey has hidden from me for forty-four years.

At twenty-one my only child was bom, and I named her my originally intended name
before my adoptive parents changed it: Christina. When, she opened her eyes, she saw me—her
blood mother. Against all odds, I kept my daughter becanse I never wanted to inflict the pain of
“abandonment” upon another human being. Hence, my daughter’s truth became that she knew
me. She knew all of her truths: that her mother had a child out of wedlock; that I only had a
high- school education, etc; essentially, she knew the good, bad and ugly of me, of her history.
She knew her truths; as a result, she concentrated on more important mental activities than
regret, loss, the unknowing, which is the debilitating mystery hinged to adoption.

After my arrest, our mother-daughter bond was siretched. 1 immediately moved to place
my daughter with her aunt to be raised in the unimaginable event I was found guilty. However,
my kinship, care relationship ‘quickly turmed into a nightmare. My adopted family members
decided that éventhough I had been a stellar single-mother to my daughter for the prior sixteen
years, my relationship had to be sevefed; my family placed me on a negative-correspondence list
with my daughter from Bedford. ( Note: My aileged crime is not family, or child related)

There were no tearful good-byes; just silence; a void. I decided to start a journal to my
danghter with the hope that at some unknown point in the future, she would return to me, and,
when she did, she would know (from the volume and time-stamps of the journal) that [ had loved
and thought of her constantly---that not one day had passed that I didn’t think of her and pray for

her safe return to me. No lip service; the journal would prove my incontrovertible truth: that she



was my beloved. Unbeknownst to me, my daughter also‘ thought of me; daily, she worked an
after-school job to save enough money to, one day, feel my arms wrap her up, as I had done
since her birth.

Twenty-four moths after my family’s heartless attempt to break the bonds of a mother
and daughter, my eighteen year old daughter, bought a plane ticket, bus ticket, train ticket and
paid cab fare to arrive at Bedford’s visiting room on the morning of her 18" birthday; we spent
the entire day together. Bliss. As I was wiping my daughter’s flood of tears, our family was
waking to Christina’s cell phone message: “I am in my mother’s arms...where I belong!” Then,
she sang “Happy Birthday to me, I have my mother with me!”; that year, and every year
thereafter, I have been my daughter’s birthday gift to herself. I ask: Even in the best homes, how
many American parents experience this degree of love and commitment from their teenage
children? -

All children of incarcerated mothers know the void of a parent’s absence. As an
abandoned child, brought up by strangers, I intimately know this void; hence, I have shared my
first hand truths with you, hoping you will see the wisdom to 1) enact legislation that protects an
incarcerated mother’s right to be a mother to her child from a distance, from behind prison walls;
and, 2) to enact legislation that protects a mother’s rights, who is forced to relinquish her rights
in a surrender agreement (as a result of her prison sentence). Please enact legislation to guarantee
that incarcerated mothers are legally entitled to move the court to enforce the “stipulations” that
were used to coerce them into their surrender agreement (To wit: that she be permitted the visits,
school pictures, phone calls that she was promised). 1 recognize children need homes, and that
many foster families do a fantastic job; but, that said, you will never convince me that to
withhold the truth of a family’s heritage from any child is the healthiest, and wisest alternative.
As a society, we can do better. The truth is never easy; but to live a lie, and pretend to be a child
(a daughter in my case) of a family who does not want you is hell!

- In closing, I want to share an experience from Bedford. One of my jobs as an inmate at
Bedford w4 to be the photographer in our visiting room. IF, (for one moment) you believe that
incarcerated mother’s have nothing to contribute to their children, then you MUST spend a
Saturday afternoon, or any day of the week, in the BHCF visiting room, to observe children of all
ages, races, and sizes (infant to 40+) glow with a sigh of relief as their hearts reunite with their

mothers, mommies, and mamas. %
. e,
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The Story of Us ........
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Tifedong infury" ~Precious Bedell and Xathy Boudin—



December 12, 2009
Dear Senator Montgomery,
My name 1s Danielle Autumn Pretlow and my mother is Deborah D.
Pretlow. She was taken from out of out home and my life was
shattered in a slit second, at the tender age of 8 years’ old.
Although this is unfortunate, I was one of the more fortunate
children in this. There are mothers and their chiidren being
split up for a lifetime, never getting the opportunity to know
one another. There is a law called ASFA that states after 15
months the parental rights are to be terminated for the
abandonment of children whose mothers are serving a term of
imprisonment for 3 years’ or longer. This truly saddens me to
near because I couldn’t imagine never getting to receive the
love, support and inspiration to do great things with my life
that my mother has encouraged me to do.
Some children are merely infants in desperate need of nutrients
from the mothers’ body; some are toddlers who are at a critical
stage of brain and emotional development. Stability is what alil
children and teens need, even adults, and many mothers want to
give all they can while away from their kids.
There are women taking great care of their infants in a program
called the Infant Center—Nursery in BHCF, where more fortunate
children get the care they need under Iawful supervision in
secure housing units of their priscns and their babies zreally
benefit from this program but, this is only for these who enter
the prison pregnant and are approved or become pregnant while
incarcerated on trailer wvisits with their husbands. The courts
and.DOQngust have seen this to be vital and it has turned out
great. Now, what about those women who have Jjust given birth
before their arrest and were on their own, no supporting
relative, no otheg supporting parent and now, thinking about it
fathers in othefg correctional facilities have it bad too,

especially if they have custody of their children, but I am here



speaking on behalf of women and joining my voice with that of my
mother for BHCF.

I am wfiting for all incarcerated mothers who have had their
children taken lawfully away just after 15 months of
incarceration. If these mothers don’t find a home or permanent
guardians for their children within the given time, they can
lose and are Iosing touch of their children for a month, a year,
and in some cases forever.

I am writing to ask for the help of someone in power to look
into this. Finding residential suppcrt is of great importance,
Please Help.

When my mother first explained tome that if it had not been for
my grandmother Dbeing able to take care of me when she went to
prison, I would have been put into foster care, my world just
stopped.. for a brief moment in time the wonderful home and
family I was born into was threatened. At such a young age one
should never have to worry about being taken away from their
mother and everything they know. Now, some may dismiss this and
say, "Well they should have thought about these things before
becoming a criminal.” Many may not have made good decisions but
why does the children have to suffer? They did not ask to be
brought into a daunting situation and the law named ASFA isn’t
helping them, 15 months is not enough time.

I only ask that while reading this, think about vyour own
children and family, although you may have not committed a crime,
people such as my mother, get dragged intec bad circumstances
everyday, even at a supermarket..wrong place, wrong time..it can
be yourwstory, but it doesn’t have to be as bad as it is now.
This one positive/productive movement means big help for
millions of family’s in need of governmént support.

Thank you for your time and your help in this important matter.

DUe i feblocs



December 8, 2009
Dear Senator Montgomery,

I still see my sweet 8 year olds face on the bus ride home from school on June 10, 1997,
leaning over to kiss my forehead, each of my cheeks, my nose, and my lips before telling me
about her day—oh! What sweet bliss—then I wake ui). Life is my nightmare and memories are
my torturer. I did not know that within hours I would be separated from my beautiful Butterfly.

Wasn’t it just this morming that I woke her up for school with out traditional kiss to the
forehead, each cheek, nose and lips, I think to myself. No Deborah, reality check, twelve and a
half years has passed since that long ago bus ride. My daughters name is Danielle Autumn and
she is no 20 years old. In just a few short months, she will be 21 years old, but although I was not
there physically everyday, I did not miss those years of blessings while I watched her grow into
the beautiful person she is today, not just outside but inside and that in itself is a blessing. She
says to me, “Mommy, [ would not be who I am if you were not who you are.” Our bond is
stronger than ever because it is held together by phone calls, through visits and letters, Family
reunion trailers, and we often meet in my dreams.

I do not have any experience with Family Court or Forster Care thanks to the love,
support, and dedication of my family. My sister D. Kearse took care of my baby girl for the two
years I fought my case and my beautiful and tremendously wonderful mother retired just to care
for her. I wish that for all mothers and their children. My voice and the voice of my daughter are
for those mothers and children who have not been blessed as I have. Nevertheless, I have been
locked in prison for twelve and a half years and if I don’t win my post-conviction appeals, WE,
Autumn and me, will be locked up for another twelve and a half years before I appear in front of
a board. I will be 52 years old and Autumn will be‘32 years old. These thoughts occupy my mind
daily but what keeps me strong is my freedom to love and nurture my daughter and my freedom
to love my Mom and be her child; they are my focus and my reason for sanity.

HEAR US PLEASE! I have witnesses so many women, many of them friends, crushed
and des'trcl)g;éﬁ‘—mentally, emotionally, physically, and spiritually—returning from Court to say
to me, “Deborah, I lost my baby. I'll never see their faces again. I’'ll never hear their voice. 1l
never again, feel the soft skin of his cheek against mine and breathe in his scent.”

With each story, I rush to the phone to call Autumn, just so I can hear her voice and know

that she is real—even if she’s asleep and grumpy—to tell her how much I love her and what a



beautiful person she is or that [ am proud of her. It destroys me a little more because I cannot see
her everyday. I cannot get my miss grumpy up for work, or watch her sleep. I look forward to my
trailer visits with my baby and my Mom so I can give each one the love I have inside of me and
watch both of them sleep, yes, I watch my Mom sleep because when I go back into the prison I
take her to sleep with me.

I fall on my knees and say thank you, please keep them safe and keep the children who
are denied this blessing safe and strong. I know when I face these women again after two days
with my mother and daughter; T will see the dejection in their eyes and/or in their body
movements, the lack of hope, and the overwhelming despair. I want so bad to share with them
my happiness and joy but I don’t because it is not fair to them and will only cause them more
hurt than what they already feel. So instead, I hurt for them, for what they don’t have, because I
can do nothing for them except listen when they need to talk.

Now | have the opportunity to be a voice of hope in telling my story and through it, hope
that someone will hear and listen to it—WE NEED OUR CHILDREN—but more important than
that—QOUR CHILDREN NEED US. A letter once a month is like winning the Olympic Gold. A
phone call is like a rare and precious gem. A visit is freedom in itself. They need to know that
even though Mommy is not there with them physically, they have access to Mommy and “NVO,
she did not abandon me.”

We mothers, as human beings, made mistakes but we did not abandon our children.
PLEASE help the mothers and the children. HEAR OUR CRIES for help and please don’t take
us away!!!

Without Autumn and my terrific Mom, I would cease to exist and be a mere shell of a
person doing daily functions. [ am 40 years old today, and I need and crave my mother, we are a
unit. PLEASE, don’t break units up.

Thank you so much for caring enough to sponsor this important legislation, which will
affect so many women and children, as well as me and my daughter.

RS

Respectfully submitted,

Deborah Pretlow, 99G0758
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Please Protect the Mother-Child Bond!
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Long Termers Committee

Bedford Hills Correctional Facility
P.0. Box 1000/247 Harris Road
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"W do nor believe that ncarcerated mothers and thetr children were sentenced to lose each other.... To
profoundly disrupt family relatlons durtng the mother's imprisomment Is to sentence the children to [a]
Itfe-long infury " ~Prectous Bedell and Kathy Boudin—
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Please Protect the Mother-Child Bond!
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‘Il Never Give Up’

| Iost-my rights but not my girls.

BY BLISS EDWARDS

After I'd been in prison for two years,
ry two daughters were placed in
foster care. They had been shifting
back and forth between my aunt and
sister, My aunt suffered from some
rmedical issues and my sister had
three children of her own. Evenitually,
they could no longer take care of my
daughters, espedially since | still had
nine years to do. They contacted
social services because we had no
other family to take the girls.

HMeartbroken and Helpless
Once the child welfare systerm got
involved, | was so stressed out. My
giris were shipped around and split
up. | wasn't allowed 1o have their
addresses or phone numbers. | was
also served with court papers stating
| had |5 months to get my chitdren
out of foster care or else | would be
charged with neglect and would per-
manently lose rmy rights.

There was nothing | could do. | had
no family or friends who could take
themn and | had time to do. My heart
was broken and | feft helpless.

| kept going back and forth to cour,
hoping for a mirade. | dragged out
rry court case for almost a year.
Uniortunately, | was stuck between
having rmy rightts taken away or

voluntarily giving up my rights with
conditions. | felt lilke my world was
crumbling down and | was defeated.

One Hour a Month

| decided 1o give up my rights with
the condition that my sister or their *
father still would be able to bring
them to visit me. Unfortunately, my
sister got ill and their father has not
come. However, | have been fortu-
nate enough to continue seeing my
children. The caseworker arranged

it so that if | call and schedule a visit,
shie will bring them once a month
for an hour. Although an hour is not
ruch time it is better than not seeing
ihemn at all

It is important to never give up hope
and 1o take advantage of every
opportunity. | make the best out of
that one hour a month and | mairitain
my relationship with my daughters
through rnail that is scanned by the
caseworker. | want my children to
know | love them. | also want to
teach them to be the best that they
can be.

| hope that, although fve lost my
rights, we will never be too old to be
a family together. | will never give up
hope or the fight to see and know
my two beautiful daughters.
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BY AND FOR

PARENTS IN THE
CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM

ISSUE NUMBER 10, SUMMER 2008

Parenting from Prison

incarcerated parents with children
in foster care face many challenges
staying connected. It can be diffi-
cult to access services, set up visits
and reunite after release. Parents
with sentences longer than 15
months are at risk of permanently
losing their rights to their children.

In this issue, parents in prison write
about their efforts to stay con-
nected to their children in foster
care despite their incarceration and
to reunify after release.

ILUSTRATION BY CDESSA STRAUD

Signing Away My Son

| had to give up my rights because I'm incarcerated.

BY DEBORAH McCABE

| carne to court that morming with
my heart and my mind racing in time
with one ancther. | was handcuffed
as we fraveled from the bowels of
Bronx criminal court, amiving at a
phonebooth-sized room where | was
told to wait for my lawyer.

It was the day for me to sign those
papers.

My son, |ustin, was 8 then. For the
first three years of his life, Justin had
slept in my bed, cuded up beside me.
When | got locked up, my devasta-
tion at having to leave him was palpa-
ble to anyone | came in contact with.
| could not speak his name without
feeling a gut wrenching pain. Even to
this day, almost |2 years later, | must
mentally detach myself to cope with
the pain of his absence in my life.

Five years into my sentence, | had to
g0 to court to survender my rights
50 Justin could be adopted. | still

had years to go and there was no
one else to take him. Besides, | feft it
would have been selfish to fight He
was with a family that loved him. |
grew up in foster care and know how
rare that can be.

An Unbreakable Bond

When | was first incarcerated, Justin's
adoptive parents had reminded e of
the urbreakable bond my son and |
shared, | warned them that | wouldn't
be home for a very long time. | told
them to keep my son away from

me. After all, he was cnly 3. | thought
his memory of me would fade and
his life might even tum out normal.
Despite my protests, they allowed
me to tak on the phone with Justin
weeldy and brought him to visit cften.

Our visits during those initial years
were painful but wendrous. YWhen
he saw me walk through the visiting
room deor, Justin would fiy across
the rcom and leap into my arms. His

face would light up and he would
shower my face with kisses and wipe
away my tears with his little hands.
Fach time it seemed as if he had -
grown a little bit, or changed in some
small, almost imperceptible way. | sill
remember the sound of his voice
when "mommy” changed to “mom.”

Close Enough to Cry

Justin and | partidpated in the
Surnmer Program and Family Reunion
Program (FRP) at Bedford Hills
Correctional Facility. God, how 1 lived
for these visits. With the Summer
Program, Justin came to the facility
every day for five days. During those
days, our relationship blossomed into
something trufy untouchable.

With FRP, we were able tc spend

two days and nights in a trailer within
the bounds of the facility. We were a
real family again. One day a basketball
bounced and knodked out his natural-
ly locsened twa front teeth. Another



time | held his scrawny 6-year-old
body in my amms and sang to him.
He watched me sing so intently,
staring up at me as if | was the sun,
moon and stars all rolled in one.

it was at the end of one of those
trailer visits that | finally got a glimpse
of all the pain my baby felt. | asked
him if he was ready to go and he
actually stopped being strong for me
and cried. | had not seen him cry until
then, almost three years after my
incarceration.

Missing Visits

But as Justin grew older, things
between his foster family and me
began to change. What once seemed
an ideal relationship between a
mother and surrogate mother slowly
tumed sour. | felt fike his foster moth-
er became jealous of our relationship.

Justin began missing every other visit
They made the excuse that Justin
was impressionable and they didn’t
want him to visit prison. Then they
told me that Justin had school or
appointments. They didn't send him
even when | aranged transportation.

On more than one occason, Justin's
foster mother told me that Justin got
depressed after visits and acted out
by being disrespectiul or breaking his
possessions. Those were little signs,
she told me, that “maybe the visits
aren't such a good idea.” | feft that

if he were allowed to see me more
often, then it would not be so dev-
astating to say goodbye. They told
me they knew what was best for him
and | was being selfish,

A Promise of Contact

In 2001, there was an order from
the court for me to attend a hear-
ing that would deterrmine whether |
woutld retain my rights to my son. By
then, the law had changed. Children
couldn't stay in care for years and
years. A federal law called ASFA had
been passed, saying that you can't
have a child in placement for more
than 15 out of 22 months. | had no
family that could take Justin out of
the system. My choices were: fight
and have my rights terminated, or
sign a post-adoption contact agree-
ment and pray they'd keep bringing
hirn to visit. | chose to sign.

2 Rise
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During the adoption proceding, we
agreed that he would visit me seven
times a year. Three visits were sup-
posed to be trailer visits, plus I'd get
phone calls, pictures, and letters. The
lawyer made it sound so simple. She
quickly handed me the papers to sign.

What | didn't know was that his fami-
ly would soon disregard the promises

‘they made in court, and at that time,

post-adoption contact agreements
were not legally binding in New York

[ have had two visits since | signed
the adoption papers five years ago.
| have spaken to miy son only five
times on the phone. His family put
a block on the phore so it couldr't
accept collect calls. | offered to pay
for calls but his adeptive mother
wouldn't allew me to do so.

His adoptive fathar told me once
that | shouldn't complain because |
wolldn't be able to be his mother
again until my release. Once they
sent a letter teling me | was lucky

| v e enly e visies whith mmy son sinee
signea dhe adepiion pepers five years age.

Mo Longer a Mother

i tried my best to hold my emotions
in check that day, but [ could feel the
weight of what | was about to do
bearing down on me. When | finaly
walked out those courtroom doors,
rmy eyes were blinded by tears. |
tumed to say, "Maybe I'm not sure,
maybe 'm making a mistake.” My
lawyer was already gone.

| fett like nothing, as if | allowed

them to take away my reascn for
breathing, | was no longer a mother,
because | no longer had the legal
right 1o claim my own child. | was just
a criminal now.

Shortly after the hearing | realized
what a mistake | had made. Justin's
farnily stood me up for the next two
visits that we had arranged. They also
stopped calling,

| contacted the lawyer about undo-
ing the adoption, but she told me it
was too late. She said it was up to
the adoptive parents o arrange visits
and that she was sorry they hadn't
brought Justin. '"Veah, I'm sorry t0o,”
| said.

Devastated

| was devastated. Visits with my scn
were what | looked forward to, what
| lived for: How could | give up being
his mommy? | becarme so depressed
that | had to go on anti-depressants
just 1o get myself out of bed in the
Moming.

that they didm't send him back. |
rermember being in foster care and
being “sent back" and | hope he
never knows what that feels like.

The last time | saw Justin was in
2003, He was 9 years cld . Two
weeks ago he turned |4,

Still Trying

| call my son once a month. My
advocate is able to place the call for
me. It is rare for the woman who
answers not to hang up when she
hears my voice on the other end.

If I am blessed to reach miy son by

phone, my advocate allows me extra
fime because she knows | only get
o parent him for an about an hour
each year.

{ used 1o write him but he said he
never got one letter: | used to send
hirm things for his birthday but the
store would refund my money after
they sent it bade

| have twe pictures of Justin, taken
after the two trailers we had togeth-
er. His smile is big and bright. The
happiness he experienced just being
with me shows.

[ keep & jounal for him. | have made
him a scrapbeok. And | am faithiul in
disappointing myself monthly with my
phone calls, | hope he fesls my love.,

Does He Know Leove?

When | de talk to Justin on the
phone, | tell him to be respectiul and
grateful to all the people who love
him.

The last time | spole to him was
more than a year ago. He was tum-
ing |3. In the first few minutes of
our conversation he sounded appre-
hensive. | reminded him that | love
him and that we may not have the
opportunity to speak or see each
other for a while.
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LLUSTRATISH BY QDESSA STRAUS

He tries not to hurt my feelings by spealdng
too fondly of his adoptive family but | want to
know if he knows love and affection. At 13 he
sounded like he was still a very innocent teen-
ager, much more so than | was.

My son's adoptive parents don't seem o
redlize how rmuch they have hurt us both by

keeping us apart. Still, | am very grateful to his

adoptive parents for loving him, taking him
when there was no one else, giving him the
life | couldn't give, instiling good values in him,
allowing him to have a childhood and protect-
ing him.

HHeping to Reconnect

| hope to have the chance to be a mom to
Justin again. t might go home in 3 months or
18 months, and when | do, | hope to reestab-
lish a relationship with my son. | believe that
no matter how old you are, you always need
a mother's love.

| can hear how much he misses me when |
talk to him. He always asks me when | am
coming for him. Justin told me that he calls the
toys he received from me his “special toys.”
He said he doesn't play with thern but saves
them so they won't break. My little brother did
the same thing with toys from my mom when
he was in foster care.

Two years ago, my sister was allowed to see
rmy son and rmacle a video. In 1t; Justin said he
loved me, missed me and couldn't watt for

rme to get out. He asked if | was saving him
that birthday cake he never came to get (The
Childrer's Center here provides cake if your
child is coming for a birthday.) Mind you, it had
been years since | told him about the cake. |
felt like he was asking me if | still loved him and
was saving my love for him,

Last time we spoke, Justin told rme that he was
going to arrangs a way to see me the follow-
ing week. | gave hirm numbers to call and my
address, but | haven't heard from him yet.

UPDATE

A Second Chance

New guidelines for supporting incarcerated parents.

Most child welfare agencies want to see that a par-
ent is connected to her child, werking to improve
her parenting abilities and active in advocating for
her family. However, the circumstances of prison
life rrake it very difficult for incarcerated parents

10 show casewarkers that they are cornmitted tc
reunifying with their children.

Barriers to Connection

Prisons are often located far from where the child
is living, and caregivers find # difficult or expensive
to make the trip. When they get to prison, the
search process and visiting rooms are net child
friendly.

Most incarcerated parents can only
make collect calls, so it's hard for
incarcerated parents to tall to their
children or the caseworker. Some
agencies do not accept collect calls,
and many children are living with
caregivers who cannot afford to
accept those expensive phone calls,

Many times parerts are unable to

attend court dates or case conferences because
they are not transporied from prison. Finally, the
parent is often required by the court o take par-
enting <lasses or drug treatment, but the waiting
lists may be long.

Because of these barriers, the court or the case-

worker may see the parent as not trying to reunify,
even though the parent may be unable to comply
with the service plan because of her drcumnstances.

What Is “Reasonable™?

Child welfare agendies are required by federal

law to make "reasonable efforts” 1o help parents
reunify with their children. In 1980, in the federal
Child Welfare Act, there was a provision that child
welfare agencies had to help families reunify and
had to show the courts proof that they'd rmade
“reasonable efforts” to reunify the family before
filing for a termination of parental rights (TPR}. But
that law did not specify what constifutes “‘reason-
able efforts.”

In 1997, Congress passed the Adoption and Safe
Families Act (ASFA), which said that child welfare
agencies must file 1o terminate parents’ rights if a
chifd has been in care |5 of the past 22 morths,
Again, Congress did not define “reasonable
efforts.”

That leaves parents, especially incarcerated parents,

vulnerable, Some agencies will say, “We tried

but we couldn't” or “We provided assistance.”
Caseworkers have gone to court and said, for
example, that the parert failed to find adequate
housing, so the agency s filing for TPR. But the par-
ent didn't find housing because she's in prison!

Guidance to the States

The good news is that the federal government
recently passed the Second Chance Act, which
provides funding and guidance to states around
re-ertry for prisoners. The bill calls on the
Department of Justice to collaborate with the
Department of Health and Human Services to
define the best practices for supperting connec-
tions between children and their
parents while the parents are in
prison.

Three elements seem to constitute
“reasonable efforts™ 1) Efforts to
support a parent-child bond, such
as visiting and phone centact. 2)
Cpporiunities for parental self-
improverment, such as parenting
classes. 3) Efforts to support parent involvernent in
the child's well-being, such as participation in court
dates or case planning conferences. I'm working
with state advocates now on recommendations
o guide these agencies in developing a set of best
practices,

ILLUSTRATION BY ASHAY FRANCIS

Best Practices

One successful effort has been New Yerk City's
Children of Incarcerated Parents Program (CHIPP),
which is run by the Administration for Children's
Services (ACS). it brings children in foster care to
visit their parents in prison. The number cne factor
in TPR is that the parent-child bond is nonexistent
because staying connected is so difficult. CHIPP
makes the visit free and less complicated.

Anciher state that's interesting is Vermont, which
recently introduced state bills that would require
agencies to establish policies and procedures at
every siep of process, from arrest to release, that
take into account the needs of children,

When we say to policymakers, “Poor children are
being punished for their parents’ mistakes,” they
listen. There's now a strong willingness in Congress
1o recognize that families affected by incarceration
need support, and the Second Chance Act's focus
on parents and children is a monumenital oppor-
tunity to change how the child welfare and prison
systemns treat families.
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. I was still breastfeeding my 5-week-old son when I was remanded for sentencing to state
prison. Ultimately, I lost custody of two sons (one 5 weeks the other 2 years old), as a result of
the ASFA law, pursuant to the sentence I am currently serving in the New York Prison System.

I knew what the ASFA law demanded, that I relinquish my rights to my child because 1
became mcarcerated, but, how was I to prepare my sons to deal with our permanent separation?
I was not prepared for our separation myself. As the clock ticked away, I remained m constant
fear wondering which monthly visit would be our last. My children knew me as “mommy”, but,
today, I regret that I never discussed my real name with them (or, instilled it in them), so they
might remember it and choose to find me one day. How will they ever find me now? They
don’t know my legal name---I"m just mommy.

My boys were totally oblivious to our pending fate. I was powerless, and I needed to
separate emotionally from them, so that I could clearly see the options in front of us. I chose a
“conditional surrender agreement” that would secure them together in the same home, by the
same foster parents, who had treated both me, and my children, with a great deal of compassion
and respect leading up to the agreement.

I was told that if T agreed to a conditional surrender agreement then I would be allowed
limited communication, (cards, letters and photos) with my sons. Sadly, these stipulations were
never honored. The foster parents who I trusted with my sons never upheld any of our pre-
agreement understandings.

Since signing my conditional surrender agreement, [ have not seen or communicated
with my children again. I have no legal redress. Why is this agreement called a “conditional”
agreement if the conditions are not upheld? Not, legally binding on the foster parents? If
possible, T would request this body enact legislation to help mother’s like me re-connect with our
children; that a law be enacted to apply retroactively to conditional surrender agreements,
whereas, if the conditions are not met, a mother can move the court for enforcement of the visits,
photos, and communication conditions, that were originally promised. I love my sons! I want
what T ;Nzisfaﬁi‘01nised, when I, acted in good faith, and signed my agreement! After review of the
issue, please consider applying the law retroactively, so I may be given a chance to motion the
courts to receive the phone calls, visits and letters [ was promised.

Anonymously, T submit this letter, as the current ASFA law has made me anonymous to

my darling sons.
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