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Alternatives to Violence Project (AVP) California

P.O. Box 3294, Santa Barbara, CA  93130-3294

www.AVPCalifornia.org     800/905-6765

19 November 2009

Dear friend of AVP,

At this, the thankful time of year, I realize how fortunate I am to be a facilitator with the Alternatives to Violence Project.   Thank you for your support of AVP/CA which helps us organize and facilitate workshops both in our communities and in seventeen prisons around the state.   

Since I retired in 2005, many people have asked me about my travels; I’m happy to tell them that I get to go to prison almost every month.  For many years, I had been concerned about the men and women in our prisons and jails, and so shortly after I retired as a public school teacher I took the required workshops to become an AVP facilitator.  One month later, January 2006, I was 300 miles from my home assisting in a prison workshop in Susanville – a town to which I’ve returned almost every month since.  

Why Susanville when I live in Sonoma County?  The wardens at the two state prisons in Susanville, California Correctional Center (CCC) and High Desert State Prison (HDSP), requested our program in 2005, and the closest AVP facilitator was Alice Waco who lives in Santa Rosa.  She held the first workshop at CCC in December of 2005, and I joined her for the second workshop there a month later.  As we drove home on that snowy Thursday afternoon, we marveled at the transformative experience we had with the men, oohed and aahed at the snow-covered evergreens, and laid plans for monthly trips to Susanville.  Thanks to a very supportive warden, Kathy Prosper, we were welcome to conduct regular workshops at CCC; from time to time, we were also invited to stay at her home.  Little by little, the staff became accustomed to us, and soon we were conducting workshops on both yards (Lassen and Main) at CCC.  Other facilitators from around Northern California came to help us, but it was Alice and I who committed to traveling to Susanville each month.

In the summer of 2006, along with two other facilitators from Sonoma County, we conducted our first workshop at HDSP, a maximum security facility.  That, too, was a profound experience, and we committed to regular workshops there.  In January of 2007, we expanded to a second yard and today we have our program on three yards at HDSP.  At this prison, as at CCC, staff are appreciative of our workshops and do all they can to help us.

We continue to hear success stories from the men who have taken our workshops as well as from prison staff.  Ron Barnes, the current warden at CCC, proudly announced, “The summer of 2008 was the calmest in 20 years, and I attribute that to AVP”.  Various members of the administration at CCC have asked us to do more workshops; one even mused that he can’t understand why we don’t move to Susanville as we are so successful there.  Currently there are weekly evening support groups on Main yard for men who have taken AVP workshops as well as for men who are interested in the program.  Last week, 80 men showed up for the support group; soon there will be two groups in English and one in Spanish each week.  Because of that success, support groups will begin on Lassen yard in a few weeks.  

To date, we have conducted 105 workshops for nearly a thousand men at the two prisons in Susanville.  Due to the recent cuts in the state budget , which has included drastic cuts in prison programs, we are needed more than ever; both prisons have made it clear that they would like us to conduct more workshops than we are currently able to do.  Until recently, both Alice and I were spending a week each month in Susanville in order to lead four workshops (two each).  Currently, Alice is cutting back and will do one workshop monthly; I plan on continuing with two workshops each month.  

Eventually we will need to stop going to Susanville.  It is a goal of AVP/CA to have a local council of volunteer facilitators near each prison where we conduct workshops – not 300 miles away.  Such a group would coordinate and staff the prison workshops, arrange for community workshops, and assist with local support groups.  To that end, we have conducted four Basic workshops in Susanville (two in the town and two at the community college), but with our active commitments at the prison we haven’t been able to invest the necessary time and energy to move things further.  

We know that the only way to recruit people is to spend time in the community – not simply all day in the prison and then the nights in a local motel.  And we know that it can work.  In Fresno and the surrounding communities, some of our group were able to invest the time it took to organize and recruit people to a series of workshops that led to the formation of our new San Joaquin Valley council. The AVP/CA Steering Committee recently agreed to try to raise money to hire an Outreach Coordinator to see if we could accomplish the same thing in Susanville.  This person – someone with first-hand experience of AVP – would stay in Susanville for a week each month, not facilitating workshops but rather meeting people and organizing workshops in order to train local facilitators and form a local council.  

We expect the cost of this pilot project to be $25,000.  The challenges are great.  Prison facilitation is a big volunteer commitment (workshops are 20 hours long, not counting preparation time), and people are struggling.  If you were able to watch the P.O.V. program “Prison Town” on PBS in 2007, you learned about the depressed economy in Susanville.  But we are convinced the people are there who will want to take up this wonderful work, once they get a taste of it and see how it can affect and enhance their lives.

Thank you for letting me tell you about this new project as you consider your ability to make a donation to us this year.  As I have described, we have a vibrant and growing prison program in Susanville.  To try to sustain it with facilitators from the other side of the state is not reasonable economically or environmentally.  We definitely need to develop the program closer, and at the same time we will be providing a model for the way we do our work in the rest of this huge state.

Thank you for your continuing support and best wishes for the new year.

In peace,

Ann Boone, AVP/CA facilitator

