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Executive Summary

The Department of the Youth Authority’s (CYA) Free Venture Program contracts with expanding private businesses to set up work sites within the confines of the Department’s facilities to hire and train incarcerated youthful offenders.  This program is a positive influence for the contracting companies, the youthful offender employees, the communities to which the offenders return upon release, and the taxpayers of California.

When companies show a desire to participate in the Free Venture Program, contracts and lease agreements are negotiated.  After the appropriate signatures and documents are obtained, the contracts are approved by the CYA Business Services Bureau, and the lease agreements are forwarded to the Department of General Services (DGS) for approval.  CYA works closely with DGS to create master lease agreement language to expedite the process to obtain approval.

As required by the federal certification that allows “prison-made” goods to cross state lines, comparable wage ranges, unemployment rates, and job displacement information are received from the Department of General Services before Free Venture employers, whose products cross state lines, can begin hiring youthful offenders.  Also required are an environmental impact report, copy of the contract between the CYA and the company, and copies of letters to the local business organization (e.g., Chamber of Commerce) and appropriate labor union, notifying them of the Free Venture project.

The Free Venture Program has shown that youthful offender participants are more likely to succeed on parole.  Rather than re-offending or becoming part of the welfare rolls, these young people will continue their education or obtain and retain employment—some have even started their own businesses.  This positive program provides opportunities for companies to increase their bottom line and youthful offenders to become productive members of society.
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The goal of the Department of the Youth Authority’s (CYA) Free Venture Program is to contract with expanding private businesses to set up work sites within the confines of the Department’s facilities to hire and train incarcerated youthful offenders.  This program is a positive influence for the contracting companies, the youthful offender employees, the communities to which the offenders return upon release, and the taxpayers of California.

The Department provides spaces at below-market rental rates and a flexible, reliable work force for any company that can provide real-world work experience for the youthful offenders.  Incentives for companies are limited, so every possible effort is made to prepare and/or modify the work sites to meet their needs.  Companies are required to pay comparable wages to entry-level employees in the same job classifications in the communities of the CYA work sites.  They must also provide Workers’ Compensation Insurance benefits.  However, since youthful offenders/parolees are not able to collect Unemployment Insurance (UI) based on their employment while incarcerated, the companies are not required to pay for UI benefits.  The companies have the flexibility of selecting their work hours; and when the workload dictates, they can work overtime and/or increase or decrease the work force as long as a minimum number is maintained.  The Free Venture Program staff informs and aids companies in receiving any tax incentives and training monies (e.g., Workforce Incentive Act) that may be available.

Youthful offenders submit job applications to CYA staff, who screen them based on the offenders’ behavior, individual programming needs, and remaining incarceration time.  Most employers prefer to hire youthful offenders for at least 12 months to compensate for training expenses.  Company supervisors will review the applications, and interview and hire those youthful offenders that appear to be appropriate for the available jobs.  The companies operate the work sites as if they were located outside the CYA facilities and treat the youthful offender employees accordingly.  Most youthful offenders have never held jobs; this program gives them the opportunity to learn job skills and employer expectations, e.g., getting to work on time each day, taking orders, getting along with co-workers, and learning when not to speak.  Because the Free Venture Program is voluntary, youthful offender employees are not penalized for quitting their jobs.

In 1985, CYA obtained a federal certification, which allows “prison-made” goods to cross state lines.  With the passage of the Prison Inmate Labor Initiative of 1990 (which enabled the Department of Corrections and county jails to contract with the private sector and to use inmate labor to fulfill those contracts), this certification was transferred to the Youth and Adult Correctional Agency.  As required by the certification, comparable wage ranges, unemployment rates, and job displacement information are received from the Department of General (DGS) before Free Venture employers, whose products cross state lines, can begin hiring youthful offenders.

Youthful offenders become taxpayers, and deductions are taken from their net wages for part of their room and board costs (20% of the net wages), restitution for crime victims (15% of the gross wages), and their savings accounts (40% of the net wages).  An offender’s court-ordered restitution is satisfied first; subsequent restitution deductions go to the Victims Restitution Fund at the Board of Control.  Funds in the savings accounts are sent to the youthful offenders’ parole offices upon release from the facilities.  The savings accounts provide resources for the parolees’ rent, clothing, transportation, tuition and school supplies, and other necessities.

Since the inception of the program in 1984, each administration has expressed its support for the Free Venture Program.  In the Youth Authority, a Free Venture Support Committee was formed in 1988 to discuss and resolve problem areas.  Currently, the Director of the Youth Authority chairs this committee.  Other committee members are the Chief Deputy Director, the Institutions and Camps Branch Deputy Director, the Parole Services and Community Corrections Branch Deputy Director, the Communication/Public Affairs Assistant Director, the Career-Vocational Education Principal from the Education Services Branch, the Free Venture Program Administrator, and the Free Venture Specialist.

When companies show a desire to participate in the Free Venture Program, contracts and lease agreements are negotiated.  After the appropriate signatures are obtained, the contracts are approved in the CYA’s Business Services Bureau, and the lease agreements are forwarded to DGS for approval.  The U. S. Department of Justice must designate the companies involved in interstate commerce before the companies can hire any youthful offenders.  CYA completes the applications, which include the pay range information from DGS, copies of letters to the affected labor unions and community business organizations (e.g., Chambers of Commerce) informing them of the projects, copies of the approved contracts, and environmental impact reports.

CYA works closely with DGS to create master lease agreement language to expedite the process to obtain approval.

Free Venture Program staff has participated in tradeshows, statewide and national conference workshops, and open houses.  Presentations have been made to Chambers of Commerce and service organizations, such as the Lions and Rotary Clubs. Every opportunity is taken to discuss the opportunities and value of the Free Venture Program.  The Free Venture Program information is now on the CYA web site with a telephone number, so that staff can be contacted for additional information and copies of the Free Venture packet.

Current Free Venture projects include contracts with Mission Sheet Metal, Inc. and Extreme Dream at the Heman G. Stark Youth Correctional Facility in Chino.  Youthful offender employees work as sheet-metal fabricators for Mission Sheet Metal and create vents for dormers and air-conditioning ducts.  Extreme Dream is a non-profit, drug and gang awareness organization that receives donated computers from various companies.  The youthful offender employees refurbish, salvage and scrap the computers and parts for recycling.  Those who work for Extreme Dream have also agreed to perform public service when they are released by talking to children in classrooms about their experiences.

Since October 1990, CYA has had an interagency agreement with the Department of Consumer Affairs, Bureau of Automotive Repair.  Youthful offender employees at the Preston Youth Correctional Facility in Ione answer calls from consumers, who are unable to register their vehicles due to failure to pass the smog emissions inspection.  Consumers, who are unable to locate the necessary part(s) to fix the smog emissions system, call an 800-number to obtain vendors with the part(s) and/or to obtain an exemption.

In July 2002, female youthful offenders at the Ventura Youth Correctional Facility in Camarillo will be hired and trained to learn how to manufacture, package and ship novelty soap bars and gift packages for Soap Vision.

Peach Hill Soils Organic Recycling, Inc. plans to set up an organic recycling facility at the Ventura Youth Correctional Facility.  Because the facility has a large gopher population, the company will set up trial, raised, red worm beds with chicken wire under the beds to discourage the gophers from eating the produce and worms in the beds.  If this trial period is successful, the company will set up more beds to hire and train female youthful offenders how to recycle organic matter, care for the beds, mix the castings with top soil for packaging, and harvest the worms to be sold.

The Free Venture Program has shown that youthful offender participants are more likely to succeed on parole.  Rather than re-offending or becoming part of the welfare rolls, these young people will continue their education or obtain and retain employment--some have even started their own small businesses.  This positive program provides opportunities for companies to increase their bottom line and youthful offenders to become productive members of society.
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