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INTRODUCTION 

 

Project New Opportunity originated as an answer to mid-summer 2015 questions about what 

might be done to assure the successful return of federal prisoners released by Presidential 

commutation and sentence modifications approved in accordance with the United States 

Sentencing Commission’s revisions to federal sentencing guidelines.  Having been asked the 

question, Malcolm Young joined with another reform advocate and program specialist, Marsha 

Weissman, then Executive Director of the Center for Community Alternatives (CCA), to design 

a project that filled a gap in communications between federal inmates detained hundreds of miles 

from the location to which they would be released and from family, social and community 

supports and agency resources that have the capacity to facilitate their transition to the free 

world.  

 

In short order: 

 Marsha and Malcolm’s program design was implemented with a grant awarded to CCA 

by Open Society Foundations. 

 Project New Opportunity launched in Washington on April 27, 2016, by which time it 

had selected the Eastern District of Virginia and the Northern District of Illinois as pilot 

locations, retained staff and consultants, and developed a program model and basic 

procedures. Soon PNO built a client list of close to 30 federal inmates. 

 In July 2016 Project New Opportunity retained Norman Brown, to whom President 

Obama granted clemency by commuting a life sentence, as PNO’s Deputy Project 

Director.  

 PNO’s funders authorized extending services to federal prisoners whose release was 

being advanced as a result of the decision in Johnson v. United States (2015) in the U. S. 

Supreme Court.   

 In July 2016, PNO selected the Eastern District of Pennsylvania as a third location in 

which it would provide services. 

 

PROJECT NEW OPPORTUNITY’S ACCOMPLISHMENTS – 

 

 PNO built a structure from the ground up. It located an office, put in place a procedure 

for identifying localities which could provide a sufficient client base, and established 

procedures for finding, training and employing consultants in localities in which PNO 

will provide services. 

 PNO designed a supporting infrastructure, including: 

o An intranet which staff and consultants use for file-and information-sharing. 

o An email and phone system that provides a professional setting and 

confidentiality in client communications. 

o A web page (www.projectnewopportunity.org) and a presence on Facebook. 

 PNO developed and implemented strategies for introducing itself to federal prison 

inmates in numerous ways: through their Federal Defenders; with notices posted by 

BOP’s reentry coordinators; by word of mouth and social media; with a campaign 

http://www.projectnewopportunity.org/


PNO Progress Report 

3 January 2017 

Page 2 

 

 

 

utilizing FAMM’s 30,000-inmate email contacts; and, by announcements sent by Federal 

Probation in Washington to district offices. 

 PNO forged working relationships across agency lines in and out of Washington, D. C. 

PNO’s staff have met and collaborated with: BOP’s senior staff; leading local reentry 

organizations; local federal defenders; local and Washington, D. C.-based federal 

probation officers and offices; the Reentry Coordinators in the Philadelphia offices of the 

U. S. Attorney for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania; and, Federal District Court 

Reentry Courts in Washington, D. C. and Chicago, Illinois. 

 PNO delivered a well-received two-day staff-led orientation and training program on 

December 2 – 3, 2016 attended by a dozen current and candidate Reentry Consultants. 

 PNO will soon be adding its 100th client. Intake currently proceeds at the rate of 2-3 

applications for service each day. 

 

LESSONS LEARNED -   

 

 Above all else, PNO has learned the high value formerly incarcerated individuals bring to 

the reentry effort.  

 Outcomes improve when PNO Reentry Consultants begin to establish a trust relationship 

with clients at least six months before they are likely to be assigned to a halfway house or 

to home detention. 

 The inmates who reach out to PNO do not create or fit the image of “criminals.” 

They are unusually polite and appreciative. Their stories, hopes and fears are compelling. 

While some have employment and housing in place, others lack any family or social 

contacts or direction. Many are apprehensive about their future. Their emotional or 

psychological state is often fragile in ways not readily understood by those who have not 

been incarcerated. We learn their vulnerabilities. 

 While some of PNO’s clients may be able to develop and follow a multi-tasked reentry 

plan, we have learned that many more are in need of a problem-solving intervention to 

help overcome a specific obstacle or challenge.  The problems vary greatly: accumulated 

traffic tickets or child support; apprehension about being watched, confronted from ahead 

or jumped from behind; inability to make a firm decision or respond to multiple choices; 

desire to reunite with a child or lost relative; or, the urge to retreat from contact with 

others. Our expectations of creating detailed multi-step written release plans have in 

many cases yielded to the reality of helping clients take one step at a time.  

 Many individual BOP staff including Reentry Coordinators, unit counselors and some 

staff at the BOP’s contract Halfway Houses are willing and able to proactively assist 

inmates and to cooperate with PNO’s efforts. 

 Individual Federal Probation Officers have been receptive to PNO’s intervention and 

have provided and accepted information on behalf of a PNO client. 

 Second Chance Act funding can be made available through Federal Probation offices to 

meet PNO clients’ transportation, treatment, educational or rehabilitation needs. 

 The desirability of reaching an agreement with BOP to allow its staff to recommend or 

introduce PNO to emotionally or psychologically vulnerable inmates, to those who are 

isolated from family and social supports, and those who are a great distance from the 

location in which they will be released. 
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 PNO leadership believes that the PNO model can help shift halfway house inmates more 

rapidly to home confinement, a cost-saving goal described by Deputy Attorney General 

Yates in her 30 November 2016 Memorandum.    

 

PROJECT NEW OPPORTUNITY IS NOW POISED TO SERVE MORE CLIENTS 

 

 Short term, PNO can serve more clemency recipients in additional locations and will 

continue to add to its client base --- up to its target caseload of 180 clients. 

 Mid-term, PNO can identify, orient and train new consultants to serve in up to four 

additional locations over the next six months. With resources allowing an expansion 

along these lines, PNO could develop the capacity to assist up to 480 new clients over 

twelve months. 

 Long-term, PNO could introduce its highly-replicable program model to social work 

clinics, community-based organizations, faith communities and non-profit service 

providers, greatly increasing the reach of the program model.   

 PNO could be a resource in difficult or sensitive situations, such as:  when an inmate has 

perceptual or mental health issues; for women; for inmates who will be returning to a 

location that is distant from their prison, and, for inmates who are entitled to veterans’ 

benefits. 

 

PNO’S ROLE IN PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT, ADVOCACY AND POLICY –  

 

 PNO staff and consultants are continuously diagnosing systemic strengths and 

weaknesses in reentry. PNO’s case-by-case approach provides insight into the kinds of 

programming and assistance that best help formerly incarcerated people successfully 

navigate their transition into the free world. PNO expects to become a valued 

independent source of recommendations for improvement in reentry and for 

congressional authorization of improvements in reentry. 

 PNO will be an informed, vigorous advocate for (or defender of) early release and shorter 

sentences. PNO intends to employ communications techniques to build support among 

policymakers and the public for increasing early releases and against long incarceration 

by effectively communicating PNO’s clients’ stories, empathetically describing the 

challenges that returning citizens face and their resilience in overcoming those 

challenges.  

 

 

 
 

 

For more information, contact Project Director Malcolm C. Young at 

myoung@communityalternatives.org or review PNO’s web site at ProjectNewOpportunity.org 
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