From Locked Up to Locked Out 2008: Creating and Implementing Post-
release Housing for Ex-prisoners

2007 Update: Housing Sex Offenders
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CHALLENGES OF HOUSING SEX OFFENDERS

People convicted of sex offenses, commonly known as sex offenders, comprise a
significant challenge to communities nationwide. According to a Bureau of Justice
Statistics report released in 2003, among 906,000 offenders confined in State prisons,
88,000, or nearly 10 percent, were violent sex offenders.’> Nearly 60 percent of sex
offenders under correctional custody or control are under conditional supervision in the
community.*

Sex offenders tend to recidivate less, not more, frequently than other offenders. A
broad-based look at recidivism studies for adult sex offenders found that only 14 percent
of all sex offenders will be arrested or convicted for a new sex crime within four to six
years, and only 24 percent within 15 years.” By comparison, two-thirds of all individuals
released from prison are arrested again within just three years.® Most sex offenses are not
committed by former offenders; 87 percent of people arrested for sex crimes have not
been previously convicted of such crimes.” Additionally, transition services may help to
reduce even these rates: a growing body of research demonstrates that high-risk offenders
benefit the most (in terms of recidivism reduction) from intensive reentry program
participation.®

Yet pressure from local residents to prevent sex offenders from being housed in
their neighborhoods can be intense. In every state, officials have established policies
mandating the notification of community members when certain categories of convicted
sex offenders are released from secure facilities to the community.” Many cities and
towns have created residency restriction laws to limit where sex offenders can live. There
is no evidence, however, that such laws are effective in reducing repeat offenses of sexual
violence.'” Conversely, community notification requirements can sometimes increase
tensions and place the offender at higher risk of discrimination and/or violence.
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In Seattle, the University of Washington (UW) requested and was granted the removal of
13 sex offenders living under State supervision in homes near the campus. The UW
regents argued that evicting the offenders was a necessary part of a community safety
plan, although no complaints from or crimes against neighbors had been recorded over
seven years of offender residency."'

When they have no place that they can reside legally, these offenders frequently
abscond from supervision or become homeless. A number of funding streams that
support affordable housing, including the public housing and Housing Choice Voucher
(Section 8) programs administered or funded by the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD), prohibit housing individuals who are subject to lifetime
inclusion in a state sex offender registration program.'? These exclusions, combined
with the community resistance discussed above, can greatly restrict the housing
opportunities that sex offenders have. A survey by the Boston Globe found that 65
percent of the highest risk sex offenders in that city listed their address as a homeless
shelter."® The Florida Department of Corrections authorized five sex offenders to live
under a bridge in Miami under daily supervision when no housing could be found for
them that did not violate residency restrictions."

AT A GIIJANCE: MINNESOTA SEX OFFENDER SUPERVISION STUDY
GROUP

In 1999, the Minnesota legislature directed the State Director of Corrections to
create a Sex Offender Supervision Study Group. This group was tasked with
making recommendations to the legislature to increase public safety and reduce
recidivism of sex offenders, particularly as related to appropriate supervision
levels by probation officers (POs). The report, published in 2000, included these
passages in a section on “suitable housing for sex offenders™:

The most glaring problem is the need for approval and construction of new halfway
houses, especially in areas of the state which currently do not have this resource ...
However, there is also a need for other sorts of transitional housing for sex
offenders. This would include "sober houses,"” where small groups of residents make
a commitment to refrain from alcohol or drugs.

The halfway houses with which the DOC contracts have been diligent at
responding to both the needs of the DOC and the demands of the communities in
which they are located. All of the halfway houses that accept sex offenders have
sent key staff to attend DOC sex offender supervision training. This gives halfway
house staff the same information available to POs, and assists in facilitating
communication and maintenance of a consistent philosophy.
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STRATEGIES FOR HOUSING SEX OFFENDERS

Do not categorically exclude sex offenders from housing units or housing assistance
programs. Like other types of people with criminal convictions, not all sex offenders
pose the same level of risk in housing. Agencies should consider implementing screening
for potential clients, including sex offenders, based on individual risk assessment and
appropriate supervision planning. Consider supplementing federal housing funding
streams that disallow sex offenders with less restrictive state, local, or private funds.

Partner with your local correctional supervision agency and police or sheriff’s
department. Inform public safety agencies of the resources or services you plan to make
available. Work with community corrections officers and others responsible for public
safety to ensure that program staff are appropriately trained and informed on challenges
to housing sex offenders and appropriate responses to violations of supervision
conditions. Collaborate to develop appropriate plans for individuals.

Educate the public on the implications of sex offender homelessness, to build
support for inclusion. Inform yourself of basic research on sex offenders and
homelessness (including by using the resources listed at the end of this chapter) and share
this information with elected officials and partners in the community at the beginning of
your development process. Be prepared to address common misperceptions. Listen to
stakeholder or community concerns and collaborate to develop ways to address them.

MODEL PROGRAM: COLORADO SHARED LIVING ARRANGEMENTS

Colorado treatment providers use Shared Living Arrangements (SLAs) to house and
monitor sex offenders. In the SLA model, two or more people convicted of sex offenses
live in a single residence that they either rent or own. As in the therapeutic community
treatment model, these living environments can be seen as an extension of both treatment
and monitoring. Individuals in SLAs are held accountable for the behavior of their
roommates; thus, their behavior can be monitored without the immediate presence of a
treatment provider or community supervision officer. Violations must be reported to
treatment providers or parole/probation officers in order to preserve the privilege of living
in the community.

Three different service providers currently administer SLAs housing sex offenders in
Colorado. A study published by the Colorado Sex Offender Management Board in 2004
highlights the fact that individuals living in SLAs did not commit sex offenses at higher
rates than those living in other environments, and that they could be managed by treatment
providers and supervision officers more efficiently.

Source: “Report on Safety Issues Raised by Living Arrangements for Location of Sex Offenders in the
Community,” Colorado Department of Public Safety, Division of Criminal Justice, Sex Offender Management
Board, p. March 2004. Available online:
http://dcj.state.co.us/odvsom/Sex_Offender/SO_Pdfs/FullSL.AFinal01.pdf (Accessed November 12, 2007); and
personal communication, Amy Dethlefsen, Colorado Department of Public Safety, November 14, 2007.
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Choose the right housing model. Some communities, such as Colorado (see box) have
pursued group living arrangements for sex offenders, because they believe that model
facilitates efficient service delivery (such as monitoring visits by supervision officers)
and encourages peer support. Research suggests that informal social controls may be the
best means of reducing recidivism and improving reentry outcomes."> For other
communities, implementing a scattered-site housing model to distribute the perceived
risk burden and discourage frequent contact among offenders may be the appropriate
strategy.
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http://www.csom.org/
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http://www.reentrypolicy.org/reentry/Sex_Offenders.aspx
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