ECTIONS

§ Nometimes having a county government that is — for all
g Practical purposes — financially tapped out can be a
gl thing, Tt forces those working on the public’s
behalf toidentify priorities and, most
Jdraportantly, use their iraginations
when confronted with challenging
problems. |
When Russ Cunningham took over
- assuperintendent of Sullivan County's
Deparument of Comections lagt
August, he was handed plans for 4 new
Jeil in Unity to replace the one built 30
yeats ag0 for 44 inmates, but which
;. nowregularly houses twice that
% many. As much as Cunningham
. would have liked new digs for
- inmates and the jail's staff, he knew Sullivan's legislative
delegation, which has the final say on construetion projects,
would never approve the project. Not with a price tag of $43
million, anyway, ‘

Sullivan County simply doesn't have that kind of money,
Residents in working-class communities like Claremont and
Newport are already struggling to pay thejt property tax bills
asit s,

Buta small piece of the proposed project canght
Cunningham’s eye. _ .

Inside the $45 milion plan was 2 $4.3 miltion allotment for
something called a Community Corrections Center to be
tocated in & building that looks more like 2 college dormitory
thsan part of 4 county jail complex. Rehabilitation rather than
punishment wonld be. the.canter's focus, a foreign concept in

* New Hampshire, where in recent years the prison population
has grown a4 rate second only to Kentucky's, '

The idea edind the center is wyereate an environment that
helps inmates, both men and women, kick their drug and
alcohel habits, Roughily 80 percent of New Hampshire's
Inmates are substance-abusers. If not serving time for drug
convictions, they likely were caught doing something illegal
to support their habits, or committed a crime while winler the
inflnence.

For way tooTong, New Hampshire has treated its jails s
warchouses, Judges sentence offenders to treatment all the
time. But there are only four nonprofit rehshilitation options
in the state, Offenders spend months in jail = at a cost of $64
a day totaxpayers — waiting for a vacancy.

Here's where Cunningham got crearive: Instead of pushing
Tor & new jail the county could not afford, he proposed just
building the Comumiunity Corrections Centar,
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- Conningham; who has worked in New Hampshire's

Department of Corrections for 18 years, didn’t have to sall
John Gromuglis'on the e, Crarnuglia, i substance duse
counselor, is the Suilivan County jall's director of
programiming, He realizes that New Hampshire's jails tuve
revolving doors, with sbout seven of every 10 inmates having

. done time more than onee, many stacting i their earty 20s.

Most of the people they lonow are the ones they meet
behind bars. In fact, jails have become fraternities, so much
vo that inmates have thejr own name for the state’s
Deparunent of Correcrions. They call it the Depariment of
Connections, “t's like an slummi club,” said Gramuglia.
“The fear of incarceration does’t exist any more.”

Although community correetions centers have caught on in
other states, Sullivan County would be'hoine (b New
Haypshire's (ist, In February, Gration Connry's legislative
delegation approved spending $40 million in taxpayer meney
10 build a new jail. The plan includes space and resources
dedicated to helping inmates with their substance gbuse-
problemns, Btill it doesn’t go nearly as far as Sullivan County’s
proposal, where inmates would undergo 75 to 90 days of
intensive treatment and counseling i théir oW ddrmitory.
Along with the bricks and mortar, Cunningham & seeking
mmioney to hive: o additional substance abuse clinicians and a

‘mental healthreotnselor,
- Inmategwonld be up at 6 in the motning, making beds and

ironing clothes before hieading off to therapy, “The public
wants to be tough ori crims,” Citeiinghiirh 1old e “The
Program we're proposing woild be ougher than anything
(offeriders) are going through now, The hardest thing for any

~ offender 10 do i3 face their addiction.”

Upor completing thefr programs, inmates could return 1o
court o ask for early release. “We want ther 1o sarn their
way out, ot Justbe i bére Joing tdme,” siid Cunningtiam, -

The Cormunity Corrections Center proposal already has
the suppart of Sullivan County's judpes, 8o Tar, feedback has
been so positive that Cunningharm i considering sxpanding
the number of proposed beds from 43 to 68, which would
increase the cost to $5.6 million. He's also asking for an
additional $1.5 million to make safety improvernents,
including a sprinkler system, at the old jail,”

Last Monday, Cunninghiam and Gramuglia drove to
Newport for an 8 aum, meeting with the Newport
Revitalization Comnitiee. Along with selling politicians on
the plast, they are musteriig public support, Thetr -
presentation ncluded photographs of what the proposed

. dormiitory-style corrections center would ook tike, Jim

Lantz, a Newport jeweler and schivol board member, was the
firstin the audience tospeak up: o '
* “There’s no fence?” he asked,

“No fence,” Conningham replied.

“Pm so delighted you'te going in this divection,” Lary,
said, “rather than building high fences and concrete cells,”

The Sullivan legislative delegation is expected tovote on
the project this swamer. Tenly hope lawmakers can be as
Creative as the oy running rhgér jail.

Jim Kenyon can be reached et Jim Eenyon@velleynet
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