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I.

Introduction

The Baltimore Ethical Society, in response to the wave of revelations of police violence toward
African Americans and to the renewed recognition of the centrality of the criminal justice system
in the continued racial injustice in our society has embarked on a series of activities which we
have called “From Talk to Action” to develop action plans to address issues of systemic racism in
Baltimore.
These activities have in reality been a continuation of the Society’s recognition of the concern
about these issues. For example, in May 2015, BES adopted a criminal justice policy statement
which recognized the human rights of people who have committed crimes and that America’s
criminal justice system perpetuates racial discrimination. BES advocated restricting the use of
incarceration, abolishing solitary confinement, repealing laws restricting the voting rights of
citizens who have been convicted of crimes, and reforming police departments.
In pursuing these goals we have worked very closely with Out For Justice, an organization of
previously incarcerated citizens and with their Director, Ms. Diamonte Brown.
The first BES/OFJ community conversation took place on May 3, 2015 and concluded with a list
of 23 potential action items, which were published in a report, “From Talk to Action: A
Community Conversation on Systemic Racism.” On July 10th, an Implementation Team
consisting of representatives of BES and OFJ met and narrowed the list to six potential actions.
Finally, on August 26th, the members of OFJ met and discussed the remaining options and
selected one action item to be the focus of our work moving forward. Specifically, all will work
to create a program that brings police and ex-offenders together in structured interactions.
The second BES/OFJ community conversation happened on August 30, 2015. A second report
“From Talk to Action, part II” summarized the discussion and proposed new actions. In that
meeting, participants divided into two groups. One group discussed the role of preconceived
ideas that citizens have about law enforcement officers, how those ideas might affect dialogue
between law enforcement and returning citizens, and what actions we might take to improve
communication. The other group discussed the same questions, but from the perspective of
police perceptions of returning citizens.
The third BES/OFJ community conversation took place on January 17, 2016. The event began
with a report on recent collaborations between BES and OFJ and then turned to a discussion of
solitary confinement.
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II.

Recent Activities
A.

Expungement Program (October 1)

On October 1, 2015 a law which slightly liberalized the Maryland rules regarding the shielding
of arrests and prosecutions from criminal records searches became effective. Therefore, on that
date a number of Maryland organizations held a mass expungement workshop to inform citizens
of their newfound rights and assist them in obtaining protections. About 40 lawyers were on
hand to interview clients and prepare the court documents they would need to obtain relief. In
addition to the lawyers, a large number of volunteers provided assistance in logistics.
Approximately 1,000 citizens were served that day.
A number of BES members were on hand to make the day successful. They all found the day
quite inspiring. BES Ethical Action Committee chair, Kate LaClair described her admiration for
the scope of the event and the efforts of a large assortment of volunteers to give all who attended
seeking help support and hope. [See Appendix A]. BES leader Hugh Taft-Morales published his
impressions on the effects on himself of having the opportunity to participate. [See Appendix B].

B.

Community Meeting (November 4)

About 100 people attended a community meeting sponsored by the Baltimore Ethical Society,
Out For Justice, University of Baltimore Black Law Students Association, and Move On. The
program featured videos, comments by legislators and returning citizens on three topics:
Restoring Right to Vote, Expanding expungement/shielding laws, and reducing solitary
confinement. Then the participants broke up into three smaller groups for strategic planning.
The meeting was an excellent opportunity for a wide variety of participants to meet, share views
and organize.
C.

Community Building (November 18)

At the event “From Talk To Action, Part 2” on August 30, 2015, the group discussed ways of
building community and how to improve perceptions of returning citizens by law enforcement
and their community. The group proposed the following action:
All communities are built around shared meals so invite police, ex-offenders, and community
members to a community dinner, for example, a potluck dinner at a community center.
Members of BES and OFJ reached out to two community associations to initiate a joint potluck
dinner and then spoke at the event to inform the communities about OFJ and the need to increase
opportunities for returning citizens. On November 18, 2015, the Abell Improvement Association
(AIA) and Harwood Community Association (HCA) held their first-ever joint potluck dinner at
the 29th Street Community Center in Charles Village (corner of 29th and Barclay by Barclay
Elementary School). OFJ member Larry Lowery attended and spoke about the work of OFJ,
creating a positive impression among the community members.
BES member Emil Volcheck gave a presentation on time banking as a tool for building
community and creating opportunities for returning citizens. A time bank is a way for people to
give and receive services measured by hours, not dollars. This offers advantages for returning
citizens who face challenges in seeking employment due to their criminal records. LetsBMore is
the time bank in Baltimore, which has BES and OFJ as member organizations. The LetsBMore
website is http://letsbmore.org/.
D.

Solitary Confinement & Lobbying (January 17)

This community conversation featured talks by Ms. Diamonte Brown, Director of OFJ; two OFJ
members who are former victims of solitary confinement in Maryland, Davon Neverdon and
Duane “Shorty” Davis; and Suzanne O'Hatnick, president of the Interfaith Action for Human
Rights (http://www.interfaithactionhr.org/). Ms. Brown provided a brief progress report on
actions taken since our August program.

Diamonte Brown, Director, Out For Justice
Ms. O’Hatnick discussed efforts to discover accurate information about the use of solitary
confinement in Maryland as well as the consequences of the policy.
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It appears that the average length of stay in “segregation” in Maryland is 130 days, rising to 228
days for the mentally ill. This is twice the national average. Proposed legislation would require
the State of Maryland to compile statistics on the use of solitary confinement.
Mr. Neverdon and Mr. Davis discussed their experiences in the criminal justice system and their
efforts at reform.
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Ms. Brown then led a facilitated conversation on the issue of solitary confinement in Maryland
and strategies for passing legislation in the Maryland legislature. The goal of this conversation
was to develop action items to reduce the use of solitary confinement in Maryland and mitigate
its negative consequences. She asked participants to break into two groups, each conducting a
mock legislative committee hearing. That was followed by a discussion of difficulties dealing
with the legislature. The meeting concluded with Mr. Neverdon reading from an elegant and
poignant article he wrote describing his experiences and treatment by the system.

Contact information
To learn more about this work and/or to volunteer, please contact
Ms. Diamonte Brown
Director
Out For Justice, Inc.
3846 B Falls Rd.
Baltimore, MD 21211
Cell: (443) 422-8884
dbrown@out4justice.org
http://www.out4justice.org/

Mr. Thomas Higdon, Chair
Ethical Action Committee
Baltimore Ethical Society
306 W. Franklin St., Suite 102
Baltimore, MD 21201
Cell: (443) 362-2764
higdon.thomas@gmail.com
ask@bmorethical.org
http://bmorethical.org/

“From Talk To Action” reports are at http://bmorethical.org/programs-activities/ethical-action/ .

APPENDIX A
Statement of Kate LaClair:
I arrived at the New Psalmist Baptist Church, which had lent the use of its huge facility
for the event, shortly after 8:30AM. There were already over a hundred people there to receive
expungement and shielding services, which were newly granted for certain prior alleged offenses
under a new MD law that OFJ and other groups worked to pass. There were also many students
there from the University of Baltimore Law School assisting with the forms, and a few other
volunteers like me from various partner organizations in the Job Opportunities Task Force. I
began helping answer questions and direct people to help they needed, and met a lot of really
wonderful people. Some folks were a little wary or shy, but I greeted everyone with a smile and
soon people seemed to feel more comfortable about asking their questions.
Next, people would go downstairs to meet with lawyers and see whether they qualified to
receive services. Diamonte from OFJ was in that area explaining how people can use organizing
and the political system to advocate for their rights. Our BES leader, Hugh, was also downstairs
helping people waiting to see the lawyers. Over 1,000 people were seen that day, and while many
were helped, some did not qualify for the expungement or shielding services. But, the JOTF had
also arranged for seminars on other things people could do to protect their rights even if they
were unable to shield their records, so that people did not leave feeling that their situation was
hopeless. Many people seemed to have renewed determination and hope to move forward with
their lives, and that made me very proud to be a part of the event. One person told me that he had
been waiting for over 20 years for the chance to remove a mistake from his youth from his
record. Others shared with me that even though they had not been convicted of the crime they
were accused of, the arrest on their record had followed them and made securing jobs and
housing very difficult. The expungement event restored their rights as Americans, and changed
their lives forever. One woman had even come to inquire about expungement possibilities for her
grandson, and decided to stay afterwards and volunteer for the clinic herself. It was an honor for
me to contribute in a small way to such a powerful event, and I am looking forward to
volunteering at the next clinic.
APPENDIX B
Article by Hugh Taft-Morales, BES Leader
Arriving at the New Psalmist Baptist Church on the cold, raining Thursday morning of
October 1st, I volunteered with Out 4 Justice and other groups at an Expungement and Shielding
clinic. This was the same morning when new legislation took effect in Maryland – like the
Maryland Second Chance Act – allowing those with criminal records for minor offenses to have
the records erased, especially when the offenses are no longer crimes.
Our criminal justice system makes it unreasonably difficult for those arrested for minor
offenses to get jobs and housing. Being guilty of a crime such as disorderly conduct or driving
with a suspended license can make it hard for those without the privilege of significant financial
and legal resources, to contribute constructively in our society. In the end, those most affected, as
well as their families and taxpayers, are worse off.

I was unprepared, however, for the scale of the event. First, the New Psalmist Church was
the biggest church I have ever entered. There Diamonte Brown, Executive Director of Out 4
Justice, directed me to a cafeteria where I was to help attendees find an appropriate legal
volunteer. In my area were about 80 lawyers from four organizations: the Maryland Volunteer
Lawyer Service, Legal Aid, the Homeless Persons Representation Project, and the Office of the
Public Defender.
I was humbled by my ignorance regarding the names of the groups and the services
offered. Thankfully we non-lawyer volunteers were assisted by people such as Michael Pinard,
Co-Director of the Clinical Law Program at the University of Maryland and the UMD School of
Law Reentry Clinic. Without people like him, as doors were opened and the crowds began to
build I would have been unable to cope with those seeking answers to many questions: “When
am I going to be seen?” “Can I get my case judgment printed out here?” “Who handles the
shielding process?” “Which organization can best handle my case?” “Why is this taking so
long?” There were some kinks in the process and anger bubbled around me.
Clearly most who had come for help had been struggling for a while with a confusing and
frustrating legal system that had thrown their already difficult lives into chaos. The lack of a
clear procedure for handling the nearly 1000 participants only multiplied their frustration. The
need was great and the resources limited. Each lawyer was working as quickly as they could. I
tried to respond to the many questions and complaints with respect and compassion: “Please be
patient – I will ask someone who knows.” “I know this is frustrating – everyone is having to
wait.” “Thanks for your understanding.”
As my four-hour shift completed I was wiped out. Things were so busy that I barely had
enough time to brief my replacement as more people streamed in the door. I shared with the new
volunteers the importance of offering reassurance to those attending. Without legal training, or
even a basic understanding of the groups attending and the new laws involved, I appeared pretty
incompetent at times. But what was most humbling was when one gentleman noticed my
frazzled state and offered me support. “Don’t worry,” he said. “This is working out pretty well.”
Given the pettiness of the hassles of my life, his compassion for a person living a privileged
comfortable life struck me.
Our legal system does not bring out the best in those caught up in legal problems. The
barriers it creates make it hard to secure housing, employment and legal help. We need many
more events like this Expungement and Shielding clinic. Despite my sense of inadequacy in the
face of so great a need, my help – along with the help Kate LaClair and Charlie Shafer – who
told me of the event – was a part of making it possible. As I left I told myself, and then
Diamonte, that I would help at similar events. She said, “You’re signed up, Hugh!” I hope you
can join me next time.

