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Reentry Challenges During a
Pandemic: An Examination of NJ

52519 from the Perspectives of
Community Organizers

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC has had
significant effects on those incarcerated in
U.S. prisons. Incarcerated people have more
comorbidities and less access to healthcare
compared to nonincarcerated people, mak-
ing them particularly vulnerable to illness
and death associated with the virus (Hawks
et al.,, 2020). As the pandemic has progressed,
people in U.S. prisons have found it difficult
to effectively socially distance (Henry, 2020),
increasing their risk of contracting COVID-
19 in custody and making it more difficult to
control the spread, leading to reported out-
breaks in prisons and jails across the country
(Hawks et al., 2020).

The disparate impact of COVID-19
on incarcerated populations has led many
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jurisdictions, including the state of New
Jersey, to take unprecedented steps to reduce
the number of those incarcerated in their pris-
ons in an attempt to curb infection and fatality
rates (Heiss et al., 2020). According to the
office of New Jersey Governor Phillip Murphy,
the COVID-19 death rate in New Jersey
prisons was the highest in the country (State
of New Jersey, 2020). In response, Governor
Murphy signed bill NJ $2519 into law in
October 2020, which has allowed certain indi-
viduals incarcerated in the New Jersey prison
system to be released up to eight months early
through “public health emergency credits”
The bill applies to anyone with one year or
less on their sentence, including juveniles, but
excluding people incarcerated on charges of
murder, aggravated sexual assault, and repeti-
tive compulsive sex offenders.

The first major release resulting from NJ
§2519 was on November 4, 2020, when 2,088
individuals were immediately released from
incarceration. Of the 2,088 released, 965 were
discharged to parole. An additional 1,450
individuals were also discharged from parole.
Representing one of the largest mass release
events in US. history, thousands of people
reentered New Jersey communities after years
or even decades behind bars, encounter-
ing an unfamiliar world shaken by a global
pandemic.

Even in pandemic-free times, reentry
has traditionally posed significant logistical

challenges for releasees as they begin to navi-
gate life outside prison (Petersilia, 2003). Prior
research has found that they often face prob-
lems ranging from the immediate need to
determine where to sleep on the night of
release and how to access necessary medica-
tion and stay well despite heightened mortality
rates in the first two weeks post-release, to
such long-term needs as finding permanent
housing and employment (e.g., Binswanger
et al., 2007; La Vigne et. al, 2008; Pager, 2003;
Petersilia, 2003; Roman & Travis, 2006; Travis,
2005; Wilson, 2009). Challenges often stem
from individuals’ struggles to gain access
to services and essential tools to operate in
society after release, such as not having a
valid government-issued identification card
or access to prescribed medications (Chang
et al.,, 2016; La Vigne et al., 2008; Moschion &
Johnson, 2019; Roman & Travis, 2004).
Preparation services inside prisons often
assist with issues surrounding reentry (Pager,
2003; Petersilia, 2003). In the current context,
correctional authorities in New Jersey have
long recognized the importance of release
preparation; over the years, they have devel-
oped a prerelease protocol that integrates the
most pressing needs related to housing and
health care, as well as providing basic docu-
ments required for entering the job market.
The protocol, which involves coordinated
efforts with state agencies external to the cor-
rectional system umbrella, begins as much
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as six months prior to a scheduled release
date. Experience has shown that a prerelease
system, in order to be universal, must be flex-
ible enough to deal with frequent changes in
release dates and conditions that occur in a
typical prerelease correctional population (for
information on release preparation in New
Jersey, see NJ DOC Office of Transitional
Services, 2021).

Unsurprisingly, the pandemic put unprec-
edented pressure on the release systems
developed by the state. Health care partners
in New Jersey have been stretched thin by
the demands of the pandemic. State offices
handling routine services closed, and state
employees stopped working from offices.
Procedures that used to be regularized around
a predictable schedule were disrupted by
delays and reduced capacity. The pandemic
proved a catastrophic challenge to correc-
tional program resources already strained by
the internal pressures caused by the pandemic.
In New Jersey, already sorely stressed, a prere-
lease planning function used to release a few
dozen people each week was overwhelmed
by the impending release of more than 2,000
people on a single day. Correctional authori-
ties employed unprecedented strategies to
try to coordinate the multiple state agencies
involved in release planning, but their abil-
ity to do so faced enormous constraints (for
more information on COVID-19 and the
Department of Corrections in New Jersey, see
NJ DOC COVID-19, 2021).

When the state releases people from
incarceration under such constraints, those
that work at community organizations often
step in to provide assistance as they reenter
the community (Pager, 2005; Pager, 2003;
Petersilia, 2003). Community organizers who
provide reentry services can help releasees
gain employment, obtain government identifi-
cation, sign up for healthcare and benefits, and
access housing (Victor et al., 2021; Visher et
al., 2017). Community organizers are acutely
aware of the pressing challenges of return-
ing individuals because they work directly
with them to address their needs; through
their work, organizers are known to acquire
nuanced knowledge of released individuals’
priorities for release and the potential barriers
they face in achieving these goals (Petersilia,
2003). Ultimately, community organizers are
considered an immensely useful resource to
better understand reentry issues and the needs
of individuals returning from incarceration
(Petersilia, 2003).

On the November 4 release day, community

organizers from around New Jersey collabo-
rated to assist the 2,088 individuals reentering
their communities from incarcerated settings.
Given their roles as critical support mecha-
nisms, these community organizers represent
valuable sources of information about reentry
challenges that presented on release day and
beyond. The current study examines reentry
under NJ S2519 from the perspectives of a
sample of these New Jersey-based community
organizers who met with and provided ser-
vices to individuals during this mass release.
Researchers conducted interviews with them
to gain an understanding of how community
organizations assisted those returning home
from prison as a result of NJ S2519, as well as
the types and nature of release day challenges
and reentry issues that they encountered as
part of reentry service provision.

This article is limited to community orga-
nizers’ perspectives on needs of releasees, and
therefore does not provide a comprehensive
overview of the preparation efforts made by
other system actors, including state agencies.
Instead, these interviews highlight a series
of “lessons learned” those being released
under these circumstances to help inform
future decisions about release planning and
preparation.

Methodology and Analysis

Researchers conducted semi-structured inter-
views with 16 New Jersey-based community
organizers affiliated with 9 organizations
located geographically throughout the state.
Some interviewees were reentry service pro-
viders, while others primarily advocated on
behalf of incarcerated persons, but all inter-
viewees provided services to releasees on the
November 4 release day. After securing a
list of community organizers who provided
services on November 4, the research team
emailed each organizer a request to take part
in the study, resulting in a response rate of 100
percent. As incentive for participation, each
community organizer was offered a $25 gift
card. Anecdotally, most interviewees noted
that they intended to pass the gift card along
to a recently released person or purchase items
to support reentry work. Interviews took place
in December 2020 and early January 2021.
Initial questions asked interviewees
broadly about the services and supports that
they provided to releasees on November 4.
The interviews then became more targeted,
with questions pertaining to challenges that
released individuals faced on release day
and how to best support those returning.

Researchers also asked community organizers
about long-term reentry challenges that they
have seen or foresee this population encoun-
tering, as well as their opinions of the NJ
$2519 legislation.

Each interview was audio recorded,
deidentified, saved on a secure server, and later
examined using thematic analysis (Lofland et
al.,, 2006). Once all interviews were completed,
researchers reviewed each interview to identify
emergent themes across interviews. Emergent
themes included key reentry issues and release
day challenges. To ensure inter-rater reliability
and consistency in interpretation, researchers
conferred using dialogic engagement as they
reviewed the interviews (Guba, 1981). After
researchers identified key issues and chal-
lenges, they reviewed their interviews as well
as selected interviews that the other researcher
had thematically analyzed to confirm the
identified themes were representative across
the interviews. Once emergent themes were
confirmed, researchers used themes to frame
study findings and returned to interviews to
select quotations that identified each reentry
issue or challenge.

Finally, we should note that the rela-
tionship between many community service
providers who deal with people in reentry
from prison and the state officials responsible
for preparing them for release is not always
a good one. Service providers typically tend
to act as advocates for the formerly incarcer-
ated, potentially seeing all the ways that state
correctional officials fail to prioritize release
readiness for their clients. State officials, for
their part, might feel that the unceasing, day-
to-day demands of running institutions are
undervalued by those who do not share in
that responsibility. Ultimately, our analysis is
offered with that understandable tension as a
backdrop, and with the recognition that what
respondents conclude about the implementa-
tion of NJ S2519 is, in part, a product of their
role in dealing with its consequences.

Results

Interviews began with community organizers
describing the events of the November 4 release
day and their interactions with releasees. From
early morning until late evening, community
organizers were stationed at transit centers
and halfway houses to provide coffee and
homemade masks. Volunteers also provided
information about a reentry hotline that had
been created to support individuals return-
ing home. Some releasees needed additional
assistance, and organizers provided specific
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support, which included helping them find
their destinations on unfamiliar transit systems
and explaining how to operate a smartphone.
Volunteers also helped releasees contact loved
ones and answered their questions about the
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, commu-
nity organizers helped reduce the fear and
anxiety surrounding reentry and welcomed
releasees home by celebrating their release
and reassuring them that they have caring
people “in their corner” Overall, community
organizers recounted that releasees expressed
appreciation for the help and, perhaps more
importantly, the human outreach.

In the interviews, community organizers
described the issues that released individu-
als faced on November 4, how preparation
could have alleviated those issues, and reentry
needs that they expected would continue to
pose challenges to those recently released.
Five main issues emerged from the interview
analysis: identification cards, prescription
medications, housing, accessing services, and
communication. The issues, as well as related
successes, are detailed below. Several com-
munity organizers noted that these challenges
were consistent with problems faced by those
leaving prison at any given time and were
not unique to the November 4 releasees.
Community organizers stated that they hoped
that this research will bring attention to long-
standing reentry issues and create demand for
them to be addressed, both during and outside
of a pandemic.

Issue I: Identification Cards

Many of the community organizers expressed
frustration that most November 4 releasees
were released from prison without proper
identification that is necessary for “life out-
side” Several community organizers stated
that government-issued, non-Department of
Correction (DOC) identification (ID) cards
were promised as a key part of the NJ $2519
release day planning, and a few hundred
releasees were indeed provided with proper
identification prior to release. The fact that
some releasees received valid IDs was a
marked improvement from the normal release
protocol, in which releasees have only a DOC
ID that is not considered valid or accepted
in most settings. However, the majority of
November 4 releasees left prison with only a
DOC ID card. Community organizers com-
mented about the serious problem the lack of
correct identification can pose upon release.
Valid identification is necessary to obtain
temporary and long-term housing, cash

a check, open a bank account, and prove
employment eligibility; it also unlocks access
to healthcare, health insurance, and other
benefits. For example, with only a DOC iden-
tification, releasees are most often unable to
access whatever little funds they have upon
release. The remainder of releasees’ com-
missary balances were provided to them in
the form of a check, but they were unable to
cash the check at a bank without appropriate
ID. Some people received their commissary
balance in a prepaid debit card, which also
proved difficult to use without proper ID.
Some community organizers also noted that
a DOC ID would necessarily announce one’s
status as a formerly incarcerated person. As
one community organizer stated: “It [the
DOC ID] is like one of those scarlet letters....
It identifies for the social services people, you
are working with someone who is coming
out of prison, who has been convicted of a
crime.... That identification card [the DOC
ID] is worse than nothing”

Finally, community organizers noted that
the challenges associated with not having a
government-issued, non-DOC identification
card are likely underestimated by those on the
outside who already possess necessary identi-
fication (a common refrain: “you need ID to
get ID”). The difficulty of navigating bureau-
cratic requirements can be compounded when
a pandemic slows government operations.

Recognizing these barriers, some inter-
viewees expressed the opinion that they
believed the state should have provided valid
identification that can be used outside prison.
The need to provide proper identification
appeared to be a recognized concern of the
state as well, since it had been promised as
part of the planning process. Community
organizers expressed frustration that valid
identification cards were an “unkept promise,”
leaving releasees to navigate procuring iden-
tification and to experience the difficulties of
not having proper identification, all during a
pandemic.

Issue Il: Prescription Medications

Community organizers also expressed con-
cerns about releasees’ access to prescription
medications. Access to proper medication,
especially for individuals managing chronic
physical or mental health conditions, is a base-
line need associated with successful reentry.
According to community organizers, a one-
month supply of prescription medications was
promised to all releasees. In the end, however,
many people reported that they were released

with only two weeks of their prescription
medications, instead of the larger supply that
they were expecting. Organizers thus noted
that medication, like government-issued, non-
DOC identification cards, was another case of
a “promise not delivered”

As is often the case upon release, it was
not always clear to releasees how they would
be able secure prescription refills when
their supply ran out. Community organizers
emphasized that releasees have a higher risk of
death during the first few weeks after release
from prison compared to later on in their
reentry trajectory, and therefore providing
only a two-week supply may have disrupted
releasees’ health and well-being at a crucial
time.

Interviewees expressed frustration that
an administrative oversight added to the
reentry issues awaiting releasees and poten-
tially compromised their physical and mental
health. Continuity of medical care is a prob-
lem for recently released people, who may
not be fully enrolled in Medicaid or other
health insurance. In addition, a lack of proper
identification can make enrolling in health
insurance an uphill battle. Navigating reentry
without identification and while balancing
other priorities, such as food and shelter, may
lead to weeks or months of delays in obtain-
ing the documentation necessary to secure
essential healthcare services, such as pre-
scribed medications to manage chronic health
issues. From the organizers’ point of view, the
promised supply of prescription medications
should have been relatively easy for the state to
provide. As one community organizer stated,
“The drivers’ licenses and the prescriptions are
some of the ways that we could have made this
mass release much less painful”

Issue Ill: Housing

Community organizers also noted that
released individuals often had difficulties
securing both immediate short-term shelter
and long-term permanent housing. Housing
had been a concern for releasees long before
their November 4 release date, but interview-
ees agreed it was not adequately addressed
preceding the mass release. Almost all com-
munity organizers referenced this issue, stating
that government actors did not adequately
prepare for the housing needs of releasees.

A common sentiment was that govern-
ment actors knew that housing was going to
be a key concern, and took steps to provide
temporary housing, but still neglected to
acknowledge the full scope of the issue and
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take action to alleviate the potential challenges
that releasees might face. The lack of prepara-
tion to meet expected housing needs led to
complications on release day and beyond.
As one community organizer stated: “There
were a couple individuals who had nowhere
to go. They were like, I found out I was being
released and they told me to pack my stuff and
I'm just here now”

Community organizers noted that the pan-
demic has made housing a more crucial need
than before. Interviewees noted that housing
is critical in reducing the spread of COVID-
19, and that a reliance on shelters increased
the risk of contracting COVID-19 among
releasees, given the close quarters. In addi-
tion, organizers pointed out that shelters were
operating at reduced capacity to conform with
social distancing guidelines and did not have
enough space for those in need. Unfortunately,
the reduced capacity left releasees with fewer
housing options.

To address the critical need for housing,
the state provided temporary housing assis-
tance, for example, paying for short-term
hotel stays for some releasees. While transient
housing may fill the need to find a place to
sleep on the night of release or for a short time
after, many organizers felt that it may have
only prolonged the problem of securing more
permanent housing. For example, one com-
munity organizer expressed frustration that
paying for hotel rooms selectively would leave
individuals unsheltered when rooms were no
longer provided:

If you are going to buy a hotel room
for 30 days, 1 think it would be better
just to... put some money toward a first
month’s rent or security deposit or to
show good faith to a family member that
you have a starting place.... Its really
hard for people to then transition from
nothing to nothing.

Organizers noted that it might be bet-
ter if the state instead applied funds to help
releasees secure long-term permanent hous-
ing. Permanent addresses allow individuals to
access services and to “start their lives on the
outside” Yet, they did appear cognizant that
policymakers may be averse to providing cash
assistance in good faith that it will be used to
address housing needs, given the potential for
releasees to use cash for other reasons (e.g.,
buying alcohol or personal goods) and logisti-
cal issues with providing checks (i.e., they are
difficult to cash without valid identification).

Even still, organizers lamented that despite
the advantage of purchasing hotel rooms—
making it easier to ensure funds are used for
housing—doing so leaves releasees without
options when their hotel stay expires.

Issue IV: Accessing Services

In addition to accessing healthcare and hous-
ing services, community organizers noted that
recently released individuals experienced dif-
ficulties accessing employment services, social
services, and other programs. One major
concern was the sheer number of releasees.
To streamline a system to address releasees’
challenges, several organizations collaborated
to create a “welcome home” reentry hotline.
Upon arriving at the train station on release
day, released individuals were given a flyer
with the hotline number.

The hotline was a useful tool because
releasees could access the hotline as needed
to obtain information and connect to ser-
vices. One community organizer noted that
the hotline has been used quite frequently
and has proved useful in getting releasees
connected to resources, such as employment
services. However, helping releasees acquire
work proved difficult. Organizers noted
that the massive influx of releasees needing
employment services was a challenge not
only because of their numbers but because
the number of jobs available was far fewer
than normal due to the negative economic
impact of COVID-19. As one community
organizer stated: “The most hard thing right
now is employability... You have to come out
and navigate a world where everything is shut
down...how do you search for a job during a
pandemic...where are the jobs?”

Due to the pandemic, many office
locations, including social services and
employment offices, had gone remote, become
“by appointment only;’ or were unavailable.
One community organizer noted that many
services were operating at reduced capacity,
which delayed the distribution of services.
As many released individuals rely on these
critical services, delayed access exacerbated
many of the issues they were already facing.
Last, community organizers noted that recent
releasees had difficulty trusting government
and other service providers. Mistrust and
reluctance to services may have been exacer-
bated by service delays.

During a pandemic and in an era of
remote service provision, organizers stated
that being at the train stations and providing
in-person direct services was meaningful.

One community organizer noted that they
provided homemade face masks, and another
organizer said they provided cigarettes and
coffee. Others described showing individuals
who have been in prison for decades how to
navigate a smartphone. Organizers described
explaining the transit system and directing
releasees to their destinations. Community
organizers articulated that they served as
essential tools in distributing information and
sending people in the right direction to meet
their loved ones or to catch the bus. In their
eyes, the ability to disseminate information,
provide support, and greet releasees with a
smile was essential.

Issue V: Communication

One recurring theme expressed by community
organizers in this study was communication
difficulties that left service providers unin-
formed of some of the individuals being
released. According to interviewees, DOC met
with some community organizations, but not
with all organizers who provided services on
release day and who were interviewed for this
study. Community organizers suggested that
the DOC may have been more forthcoming
with organizations with whom the agency had
a more formal relationship; however, organi-
zations unaffiliated with DOC had little to no
contact from DOC, and organizers expressed
the feeling that their efforts were not sup-
ported by the department.

Community organizers also felt that, prior
to and on the day of release, the DOC did
not provide enough information to families
and communities, which created unnecessary
emotional distress. Days before the release
date, some families remained confused about
whether their loved ones would be released.
The lack of communication also made it dif-
ficult for community organizers to prepare
for release day, leading to inefficient use of
resources and exacerbating existing challenges
for releasees, families, and organizers.

Community organizers found it difficult to
get information about who would be released
and where to show up on release day to best
support them. Community organizers noted
that they were prevented from connecting
directly with releasees before release day and
therefore unable to provide reentry prepara-
tion, even though they felt best positioned:

Giving advocacy groups like ours who are
actually connected to the family mem-
bers and who have a proven track record
of grassroots...that is important if we stop
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seeing this as an adversarial issue and we
start seeing this as a community effort....
Most people who go into prison are com-
ing back into our communities.

Ultimately, community organizers felt that
release day was “unnecessarily unorganized,”
and attributed the disorganization to a lack
of communication and collaboration. As one
community organizer stated, “They [DOC]
were overwhelmed. They were swamped.
But they [DOC] were only overwhelmed and
swamped because they did not want to sit
down and talk to people like us.... It was that
lack of collaboration”

Discussion

Capitalizing on community organizers unique
proximity to the releasees, the current study
explored reentry issues and release day chal-
lenges during a pandemic through interviews
with organizers who provided much-needed
support on the November 4 release day.
Community organizations are known to be
key support mechanisms during reentry and
are well attuned to releasees’ needs and chal-
lenges (Victor et al., 2021). Consistent with
the literature, community organizers provided
essential services and supports to those indi-
viduals released from incarceration during the
pandemic under NJ $2519.

While the legislation was successful at
addressing prison overcrowding, it also
highlighted many long-standing problems
associated with reentry. Aligned with previ-
ous research, data indicate that identification
cards, prescription medication, housing, and
accessing services were top-of-mind for both
community organizations and individuals
leaving prison on November 4. Organizers
also expressed that communication difficul-
ties related to release day impeded effective
reentry planning that might have addressed
many of these other top-of-mind issues.

Overall, as release day challenges can exac-
erbate barriers and affect the capacity of
released individuals to be successful in reen-
try (Petersilia, 2003), community organizers
expressed concern that the immediate needs
of releasees on day one of reentry were not
addressed. Indeed, individuals with access to
stable housing, healthcare, financial support,
and family ties are more likely to be success-
ful in reentry (Travis, 2005; Petersilia, 2003).
As many individuals released on November 4
had no or little access to these support mecha-
nisms, findings suggest that they may face an
uphill battle to both short-term and long-term

successful reentry. These issues, as described
by organizers, appear to be exacerbated by
the pandemic and the issues it has caused
across social services, health care, and other
resources across New Jersey.

Released individuals might also be better
equipped to enter a world that has likely sub-
stantially changed during their incarceration.
Findings indicate that appropriate preparation
might include training on use of smartphones,
resources on navigating the transit system,
and in the current world, preparation for
unique challenges that they may encounter
due to the pandemic. Further, in order to
maximize success, releasees must have their
basic needs met, as well as the identification
and healthcare requirements necessary in
order to “get by” in contemporary U.S. society.
Finally, data also highlight that reentry plan-
ning in New Jersey fell short under NJ §2519
and, even when the health care emergency
is declared over, that many of the problems
experienced during reentry should be further
explored and addressed.

Yet it is important to note the many suc-
cesses that community organizers observed
on release day as well. For example, small
acts of assistance such as providing a smile, a
coffee, and helping to navigate a smartphone
appeared to make a significant difference to
newly released individuals. To interviewees,
welcoming the releasees home and provid-
ing human connection at a critical moment
was an important role as well as a fulfilling
experience. While they were happy that the
release was happening and that they were able
to provide support, organizers remained con-
cerned about the unmet immediate needs and
long-term well-being of releasees.

This study has limitations. Particularly, the
data and views presented here are confined
to the perspectives of community organizers.
Other voices, including those of formerly
incarcerated people released under the bill,
will be essential to fully understanding the
impact of legislation that results in mass
releases. Future research aiming to evaluate
the challenges and successes of legislation
like NJ 2519 should incorporate perspectives
from formerly incarcerated people released
under the legislation, policy makers involved
in the crafting of this legislation, and institu-
tional actors involved in implementing such
policy changes. Currently, funding sources
are supporting such research aiming to incor-
porate these varied perspectives to better
understand release issues and strategies to
improve reentry outcomes in the long term.

Ultimately, as individuals are released back
into their communities, whether their needs
are met makes a significant difference to their
reintegration as well as to those living and
working in the communities they reenter.
This research suggests that coordination and
policies to prepare individuals for release
and meaningful support in reentry likely can
maximize positive release outcomes and pre-
vent future incarcerations, preventable deaths,
and other adverse outcomes both during and
outside of a pandemic setting.
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