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Chairman Mendelson and members of the Committee on the Judiciary, I speak representing the DC 
Trans Coalition, a community based grassroots organization that seeks to secure and protect the 
rights of the entire Washington, DC transgender, transsexual, and gender non-conforming (trans) 
community. Thank you for allowing us to speak about the importance of population management 
reform within the District’s detention facilities.  

It is well known that trans people face severe difficulties and rampant human rights abuses while 
incarcerated. Unfortunately, it’s hard to give precise numbers because very few institutions 
maintain records that acknowledge trans people at all. But based on individual testimony, prison 
visitations, pen pal projects, community activism, and a number of reports produced by community, 
academic and legal organizations, we know that the conditions faced by trans people in jails, 
prisons and other lockups are horrendous. In one study, 59% of trans prisoners reported being 
sexually assaulted while incarcerated in California, compared to only 4.4% of the random sample. 

Trans people in prison are very frequently housed in inappropriate facilities, psychologically 
abused by staff and other inmates, denied access to essential rehabilitative programs, denied basic 
healthcare, sexually assaulted, subject to arbitrary and humiliating strip searches, excessively 
placed in isolation, and excluded from re-entry programs. This treatment can have a lasting 
negative impact on trans inmates, which prevents them from reintegrating into society and which 
fosters further criminality and imprisonment.  

Admirably, the District has been a pioneer in seeking to end this treatment and disparate negative 
outcomes by adopting specific guidelines for the incarceration and treatment of trans inmates. The 
DOC’s Program Statement 4020.3B recognizes the need for safety of trans prisoners and requires 
fair treatment, equal access to healthcare, and housing based on inmate safety rather than solely 
based on assigned sex at birth. Unfortunately, we continue to have serious concerns with how this 
policy has been implemented.   

DOC Transgender Committee 
DOC’s transgender housing and classification policy requires that a Transgender Committee be 
established to make housing determinations regarding trans inmates.  This committee is to include 
a trans community volunteer.  However, when the committee was set up in 2009, only one 
volunteer was selected to serve, and the caseload quickly exceeded the amount of time that 
volunteer was available for attending meetings.   Several times, additional names were suggested to 
DOC to create a pool of volunteers to attend committee meetings.  Finally in 2011, two years later 
after the committee was formed, DOC began soliciting applications for new community appointees.  
This call for applicants is still listed prominently on DOC’s website.  In the nearly six months since 
DOC began to actively solicit volunteers, we have yet to learn whether anyone else has been 
appointed to the committee.   
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Meanwhile, the community volunteer on the committee has reported – and DCTC has verified this 
via records obtained under the Freedom of Information Act – that decisions have been made by the 
committee in her absence.  DOC also developed a waiver form for inmates to decline their right to 
appear before the committee and express on paper where they believe they will be most safely 
housed.  The initial version of this waiver failed to fully explain an inmate’s rights, and a new 
version was created at the behest of community advocates.  Nonetheless, records through mid-
2010 show that DOC has been using both versions of the form interchangeably.  We are not 
opposed to DOC’s use of a waiver, but we must insist that the updated version be used consistently. 
Additionally, it is unacceptable for the Transgender Committee to meet without a trans community 
representative present.   

Transparency and Data Collection 
Our FOIA request and conversations with DOC officials have revealed that the department lacks the 
capability to indicate a trans identity in its electronic records keeping systems.  This indicates a 
major flaw in DOC’s ability to comply with its own policy for keeping track of trans inmates.  There 
is no reason that DOC should be unable to provide an accurate count of the number of trans inmates 
in custody and provide analysis of trends over time.  We urge the Council to investigate this issue 
further.  

Alternatives to Incarceration 
Furthermore, we urge the District to consider rehabilitative programming and alternatives to 
incarceration that take into account the real circumstances and challenges faced by many trans 
people within the District. Due to discrimination, trans people are more likely to experience 
poverty, housing instability, unemployment and underemployment than cisgender (non-trans) 
people. Many engage in criminalized activities, including sex work, in order to survive. After 
incarceration, and the establishment of a criminal record, these individuals face the nearly 
impossible challenge of finding a “legal” job. Instead, they are likely to find themselves back in the 
sex work industry. At the bottom of the social ladder, marginalized communities such as trans 
women of color are the worst hit by this cycle of jail and poverty. 

We are disturbed and frustrated that the solution most often employed by the DC government is to 
over-police and to arrest our community members rather than connecting these individuals to jobs, 
services and public assistance. Instead, we urge the Council and the DOC to emphasize diversion 
programs for these nonviolent offenses. This will serve the dual goals of reducing the number of 
incarcerated inmates and allow these individuals to receive the assistance and training they need to 
pursue a different path. When trans people and other vulnerable individuals are incarcerated, 
special emphasis should be made to connect them with services, both in jail and upon re-entry, that 
will allow them to escape this cycle of poverty, crime, and incarceration. 

Thank you for considering our concerns. Members of the Coalition are of course available to meet 
with you or your staff if there is any way we can be of assistance. I would be happy to answer any 
questions you may have. 


