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New Path:
How former inmates find their way back into the workforce

Abstract:

When Anthony Bustos stepped out of prison, everything seemed weird. He had never used Twitter or
Amazon, he didn’t have a bank account, and his neighborhood had changed, in a good way. Bustos had
been lost in alcohol and violence for 11 years and spent 22 years behind bars for murder. Now he was
trying to figure out a new path for his life, and getting a job would be one major step.

About 35,000 inmates are released in California every year. Many struggle to survive in the Golden State
without a job or savings. Lacking skills and experience, they jump from one temporary job to another.
Their criminal history is another barrier. Legislative changes are not helping former inmates as much as
expected, mainly because many employers are not aware of them.

Six months into parole, the 43-year-old was able to join Pit Stop, a one-year program that provides
training and transitional jobs that help many former inmates build an employment history and reconnect
with society. Operated by San Francisco Public Works, Pit Stop now maintains 25 public toilets in the
city, with 150 employees, most former prisoners.

This multimedia journalism project consists of a text story, video, photos, and data visualization. The
news package shows how former inmates start over, and the challenges they face. I reported the story,
filmed and produced videos, and visualized data.
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San Francisco residents and tourists may not know that the men and
women helping them at public toilets along city streets could have
been behind bars just weeks or months before. How one program
helps former inmates find their way back into the workforce.

Text by Saemmool Lee
Videos by Yingshan Deng




Likelihood of being imprisoned in the U.S., depending on when a person was born (%)
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Anthony Bustos started to work for Pit Stop last year, about six months
after his release from a California state prison. When the 43-year-old
gained freedom after 22 years of incarceration, he wanted to open up and
talk to people. He says getting the job gave him the opportunity to do that.

Bustos is among the 95% of state prisoners who won’t have to spend their
lives behind bars, according to the Bureau of Justice. However, the
California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) doesn’t
track the employment of former prisoners. Only a few small-scale studies
show their struggles: In a survey of 101 residents of West Contra Costa
County who had been released within the previous 3-18 months in 2011,
78% of respondents were unemployed. Nearly all the respondents with a
job were working part-time in construction, auto repair or other forms of
manual labor.

Convicts are released either into state supervised parole, as was Bustos, or
county-level supervision (also knowns as post-release community
supervision), according to CDCR. The most serious and violent offenders
are released to state parole, and the non-serious, non-violent, and non-sex
offenders are released to county-level supervision. Parolees are assigned a
parole agent and obligated to follow their agent’s instructions. Former
inmates who are under ecounty-level supervision are supervised by a local
law enforcement agency. Parolees account for half (49.3%) of those
released from state prisons in 2017, the most recent year available,
according to CDCR. Their average length of stay in prison (4.7 years) is
almost four times greater than that for those under county-level
supervision (1.3 years). After their release, parolees are required to attend
a “Parole and Community Team (PACT)” meeting to learn about

community resources, including employment opportunities.

The location of Pit Stop toilets in San Francisco.

The “Pit Stop,” 25 public toilets run by San Francisco Public Works, largely hires
attendiants to keap the toilets clean and safe, as well as buld relationships with the community Souree: San
Francisco Public Works

The Pit Stop program began in 2014 as a six-month pilot project at three
locations in the Tenderloin after a community budget hearing. Students
from the De Marillac Academy said that they were tired of having to
navigate around human waste on their way to and from school in the
Tenderloin. Nuru convened a meeting with his staff, and they came up
with the idea for Pit Stop. It aimed not only to solve the community
problem but also to create a pipeline for people trying to re-enter the
workforce.
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Employees ofuC Decaux, the outdoor advertising
‘company thaginé_{_}alled public restrooms in San’
Francisco, shut them down every night, stop by stop.
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