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This summer I had the honor of interning with the ACLU Foundation of Southern California’s Jails Project.  The ACLU is the nation's foremost advocate of individual rights and equal justice, and is the leading guardian against unwarranted government interference and abuse.  Since its inception in the 1920s, the mission of the ACLU has been to preserve the rights and freedoms guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights.  Today, the ACLU fights to defend the Constitution for each new generation of Americans and to extend constitutional rights to groups that have traditionally been denied them.  It is best known for its litigation efforts; however, the ACLU also works for change through public education, community activism, public policy analysis, and governmental lobbying. 

As a result of thirty plus years of litigation, the ACLU’s Jails Project is the court-ordered monitor of conditions of confinement, including access to medical care for inmates, within all Los Angeles County jail facilities.  The Jails Project works to ensure a basic standard of care is provided to all inmates; that is, it works to ensure that all inmates are treated with basic human dignity and are housed under safe & humane conditions as they are processed through the justice system.  The project’s staff includes one attorney who supervises all legal aspects of the case (Rutherford v. Pitchess).  There is also a project coordinator (a social worker) who provides non-legal support, manages the daily operation of the project, and acts as a liaison between inmates and the Los Angeles Sheriffs Department
 (LASD) as well as a liaison between the ACLU legal staff and the LASD.  In addition to myself, there were approximately six other students interning with the Jails Project this summer; however, I was the only intern who reported to the office daily.    


All the interns assisted in the daily operation of the Jails Project, which included the processing of calls and letters from inmates and their family members describing problems in the jails.  In addition, it included visiting jail facilities weekly if not daily to conduct random walk-throughs of housing areas or to interview inmates in order to record their complaints.  However, as the only graduate intern and given my professional background, I acted more so as a consultant to the supervising attorney and the project coordinator.  My special assignments included legal research on challenging the California Department of Corrections & Rehabilitation’s (CDCR) policy on denying three strikers family (conjugal) visits.  My task was to advise the senior counsel and executive director on whether the ACLU could and should legally challenge the policy as a violation of the prisoners’ constitutional rights.  In addition, I assisted in writing declarations for a prospective lawsuit on behalf of individuals in jail with physical disabilities and mental health illnesses.  I also aided in identifying ongoing problems at the facilities and participated in meetings with the LASD to address policy issues and systemic problems hindering their compliance with the Rutherford order.  Lastly, I conducted research on the legally required provision of education services to minors (ages 14-17) housed in adult jails.  My task was to determine whether the minors in LASD custody are receiving adequate access to education services and programs as mandated by state law.    


Working with the ACLU of Southern California was my best professional experience yet.  Despite my being an intern, I was respected as a young professional and I always felt like I was a part of the organization and the Jails Project team.  For example, during the weekly legal meetings, I appreciated the fact that the lawyers always made an effort to include myself and the other interns in their discussions.  In addition, I felt respected by my direct supervisors, as they would often ask for my advice on jail related issues because of my previous experience monitoring conditions of confinement in prisons.  Lastly, some of the staff members were extremely helpful in providing me with career advice and advice on applying to law school. Moreover, such instances over the summer led me to know that the ACLU staff was not only grateful for my choosing to intern with their office, but they were also committed to my professional development as a future lawyer.  


That being said, everyday at the ACLU was indeed a memorable experience; however, what I will never forget is the level of support I received from my supervisors after the LASD attempted to ban me from Men’s Central Jail (MCJ) and after I had a quarrel with the LASD legal department while doing investigative research for the aforementioned education project.   


I am sure you are wondering what could I have possibly done for the sheriffs to attempt to ban me from the jail, but the answer is very simple—my job.  The sheriffs interpreted my asking them questions and requesting that they provide the inmates with those services as required under the Rutherford court order, and my expressed knowledge of the order as being “disrespectful.”  However, my supervising attorney assured me that if I was guilty of anything, it was protecting the rights of our clients (inmates), which was her only concern.  She encouraged me not to take the incidents personal and that there were many potential reasons why I was constantly quarreling with the LASD.  One of which she hypothesized was that the sheriffs are not accustomed to dealing with men of color at the professional level.  Another potential (more likely) reason she gave was that their reaction was induced by fear of my bringing to light the fact that they are not doing their jobs.  


This experience is the most memorable to me because I am probably the first black man in history ever to get banned from a jail.  However, more importantly, it goes to illustrate the potential difficulties I will face as a young professional of color working in a field where most black men are behind bars and not at the policy making table.    As per the recommendation of my supervising attorney, I must prepare myself for the fight ahead by training myself to better deal with my opponents.  That is, sometimes I will need to be frank and authoritative. However, other times will require that I act clueless as a tactic to give my opponents enough rope to hang themselves.  In doing either, however, I must remain true to myself and what I believe is right.  

Now that my internship is over, I will soon return to Princeton to complete my last year at the Woodrow Wilson School.  However, in the meantime I am home studying for the LSAT and preparing applications for law school.  Once again, I am extremely grateful to have been awarded the opportunity to work with the ACLU Foundation of Southern California and I highly recommend it as a prospective placement to all future Liman fellows.  

� The Los Angeles Sheriffs’ Department (LASD) operates the county’s seven jail facilities that house pre-sentenced prisoners who are awaiting trial in Los Angeles County, as well as convicted prisoners who have been sentenced to jail for one year or less.
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