December 20, 2014
COMMONWEAL JUVENILE JUSTICE PROGRAM WINS BATTERY POWERED

AWARD TO ADDRESS CALIFORNIA REFORM AGENDA 

In September, Commonweal was nominated to apply for a grant award in a competition launched by a group of private funders known as “Battery Powered”.  Battery Powered is a San Francisco-based, member-driven philanthropy program.  Each quarter, Battery Powered members select an issue or theme for development. Members pool resources and fund projects that are “positioned to succeed and drive change”.  For Battery Powered, this round was their first quarterly competition and was launched on a theme of California prison reform. Sub-areas identified grants included:  facilitating re-entry for formerly incarcerated people, creating alternative pathways for youth at-risk of entering the juvenile justice system, and reforming our state's outdated sentencing laws.

Entrants in the competition are nominated by Battery Powered members. This competition included 36 of California’s most well-regarded justice and prison system reform groups—among them, the Center for Juvenile and Criminal Justice, the Ella Baker Center for Human Rights, Californians for Safety and Justice (organizers behind Proposition 47), Delancey Street, Homeboy Industries and myriad other organizations hard at work on projects and policy reforms designed to reduce crime, recidivism and incarceration in California.

The stakes were high.  Nominee organizations were asked to apply for grants in a range of from $50,000 to $500,000 over a one- to three-year time frame. Applications were rated by an expert group that included some of the most well-respected and accomplished individuals in the California criminal justice field—among them California Attorney General Kamala Harris, former Corrections Director Matt Cate, Stanford research maven Joan Petersila,  prison reform author Piper Kerman and fellow Board of State and Community Corrections member Scott Budnick.
Nominees were guided through an intensive, on line application protocol with a quick 30 day turnaround.  In October, Battery Powered members gathered at The Battery (a downtown San Francisco venue) to hear live presentations from a select group of applicants.  As Commonweal was not among those invited to “presentation night”, we figured our chances for obtaining a grant were rather slim.  We scrambled at the time to meet a looming deadline for submitting a short video describing our program. That video, in a rather homespun format, can be seen on youtube at  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0O4Tk73lMjY
Our grant application emphasized state-level policy and funding reforms designed to stem the flow of large numbers of at-risk youth into the adult prison system.  We pledged to pursue statewide education and mental health reforms to help juvenile offenders with re-entry and recovery needs; to continue our work through the Board of State and Community Corrections (BSCC) to develop policies and deploy funds for realignment and community-based services; and to steer a state-level reform group working on data system reforms and performance outcomes by which juvenile justice interventions are measured. We cited our past accomplishments as architects of California youth corrections realignment and major state-local juvenile justice grant programs, among others—a track record that seemed to resonate with the grant review team.

Awards night—a live convening of Battery Powered members to choose grant recipients—was held in San Francisco on December 5.   To our delight and surprise, Commonweal was among the handful of organizations selected for funding-- $98,000 for expenditure over a two year period.  In all, Battery Powered members raised $600,000 to distribute to five “winners” in this round.   Commonweal emerged in a top tier of three programs awarded the full amount requested (the others were A New Way of Life Re-entry Project, $256,000 and Citywide Case Management Forensic Program, $200,000). Two other applicants received partial funding (Community Works, The Last Mile).  


The awards announcement was published on December 14 by the consulting group that managed the Battery Powered application process (San Francisco-based Amplifier Strategies).  That announcement included the following words about the Commonweal Juvenile Justice Program:

Commonweal was the first to receive full project funding during the allocation rounds and secure the Battery Powered Award. The organization takes a systems change approach to juvenile justice that, with a small amount of funding, promises incredible leverage. It stood out to members because of its compassionate leader with great depth of experience. The project showed a cost-effective approach with the potential to create major policy changes in the California juvenile justice system—changes that could potentially support every young person who has touched the system.
We are, to say the least, both delighted and pleased to have been selected—and we accept the award with great respect for the colleagues and companion organizations that participated in the competition.  We work closely with so many of the applicant groups, and we acknowledge that our accomplishments in the field are collaborative efforts that depend in so many ways on the work, expertise and effort expended by other respected organizations in the California advocacy community.

We also extend our heartfelt thanks to the Battery Powered experts, funders and consultants who helped us get to this result.   We will work hard over the next two years to advance a system reform agenda that reflects the principles and system change goals articulated by Battery Powered members in this funding round.

