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DATE:

February 20, 2003

The Job Opportunities Task Force (JOTF) is an independent, nonprofit organization that promotes better jobs, skills-training, and wages for low-skill low-wage workers and job seekers.  JOTF recently released a report, Baltimore’s Choice: Workers and Jobs for a Thriving Economy, which examined the jobs, skills, and workers in the Baltimore region.  The report looked at the labor force participation rate in Baltimore and surrounding counties.  The labor force participation rate refers to the number of individuals ages 16 and over who are employed or actively looking for work.  People who are not in the labor force are those who are not employed and not actively looking for work or not available to work.  The state’s labor force participation rate is 68 percent, while Baltimore City’s is 57 percent.  Surrounding counties’ rates range from 67 to 76 percent.  

While there are many reasons that people are not in the labor force—they may be retired, caring for children, disabled or discouraged from looking for work—Baltimore’s City labor force participation rate is significantly lower than the state and surrounding counties.  The City’s low labor force participation rate negatively impacts the entire region’s economy.  Baltimore City also has the highest number of ex-prisoners returning to the community.  For the economy of the City and region to strengthen, public polices need to support the integration of ex-prisoners into the labor force. 

In fiscal year 2002, over 9,000 ex-prisoners returned to Baltimore’s neighborhoods.  One condition of parole and probation is the requirement that ex-prisoners actively seek work.  However finding work is often a challenge for someone with a criminal record.  Increasingly, employers screen out job applicants who have criminal backgrounds.  However many jobs do not justify the automatic elimination of persons with criminal backgrounds from employment.

Federal, state and local laws require background checks for certain occupations (child care, health care, taxicab drivers, and others).  HB 470 does not interfere with those requirements.  However HB 470 does prohibit an employer from discriminating in hiring based on an arrest or conviction record that is not directly related to the employment being sought.  

JOTF is concerned that many persons who have an arrest record, and ex-prisoners who satisfactorily served their court-imposed sentences, are unable to find employment because of the stigma and discrimination that follows a criminal record.  Discrimination because of a criminal background increases the likelihood that an ex-prisoner will be unable to gain employment that leads to self-sufficiency and will eventually recitivate.  It also decreases the likelihood that an ex-prisoner will be meaningfully involved in his of her children’s lives.

The public and employers are adequately protected by the provisions outlines on page 6 which describe how an arrest or conviction is determined to be directly related to employment.  

Ninety percent of all prisoners will be released one day.  Unless they are able to gain employment, their ability to reintegrate into society is extremely unlikely.  JOTF encourages a favorable report to HB 470.  Give rehabilitated Marylanders a second chance.

