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As a national expert on criminal justice, Mimi Silbert’s passionate drive helped turn
the Delancey Street Foundation into a highly successful, self-sustaining rehabilitation
program for ex-conwcts and former homeless. It has five centers nationally

= delanceystreetfoundation.org
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On Giving Second Chances

grew up in the 1940s on Yiddish phrases and good Jewish
cooking. Mine was an extended immigrant family for whom
dinner table conversation revolved around how to make the
world better. My parents had very traditional values: to love
and support each other, to get educated, and to help others

When my family moved from a small, working-class community
to a more financially secure one, | watched as some of my friends
from the old neighborhood struggled. My loyalty to those kids is
probably the most immediate reason why | became interested

in criminology—the inequity really irked me. | knew those kids
who ended up in prison. | knew they had good hearts, They
just got dealt a bad hand.

As a young psychologist working as a therapist in pris-
ons, | decided that self-help was an answer to the prob-
lem of chronic criminals. | felt terrific because | was
helping people. One day it struck me that everyone
should feel that way. No one should be in the position
of only receiving, because it would make you power-
less, useless, and give you a victim’s view of life

In 1971 Delancey Street began with four resi-
dents, a thousand-dollar loan, and a dream
to develop 3 model to turn around the lives of
long-term substance abusers, the hardcore
homeless, former felons, and others who had
hit bottom by empowerning them to become



Delancey Street’s 1,000
participants are three-fourths
male. About 0% come from

the criminal-justice system as

parolees, and about one-third

have been homeless. Delancey

Street runs at no cost to the
taxpayer or the resident;
instead, the organization
generates revenue through
operating twelve businesses,
including a restaurant,

bookstore, private car service,
landscaping service, screening

room, digital print shop, and
moving services.
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their own solution, We have taken in representatives of our society’s most serious
social problems as residents and, by a process of each one helping another, we have
been solving the problems of poverty, illiteracy, lack of job skills, substance abuse,
gangs, criminal behavior, homelessness, teen pregnancy, and every kind of abuse.

After an average of four years, our residents gain academic education, three market-
able skills, accountability, responsibility, dignity, decency, and integrity. We have suc-
cessfully graduated more than 15,000 people from America’s underclass into society
as successful, taxpaying citizens leading decent, legitimate, and productive lives, OQur
residents learn vocational skills through our training schools, which include a res-
taurant, a catering business, a moving and trucking school, furniture and woodwork
production, and Christmas tree sales and decoration. They manage these income-
producing enterprises so successfully that they earn sixty-five percent of the Founda-
tion’s entire working capital.

The entire Delancey Street organization is run completely by the former homeless and
ex-convicts. We function as an extended family. Our daily operations are not funded,
and we charge no fees. We pool all our resources. No one draws a salary, including
me. There is no staff. The residents themselves run it, and we all live together. (I've
raised my children at Delancey Street.) Everyone is both a giver and a receiver in an
“each-one-teach-one” process. We believe that the best way to learn is to teach, and
that helping others is an important way to earn self-reliance. Person A helps person
B, and person A gets better. No one can undo the past, but we can balance the scales
by doing good deeds and earning back our own self-respect, decency, and a legiti-
mate place in mainstream society.

Despite the successes at Delancey Street, | have seen changes for the worse as
well. There are more gangs on the street and in prisons; there is more fear and
more anger among the citizenry; mobility is harder to achieve for those stuck on the
bottom. While world poverty and hunger are certainly overwhelming, we must not forget
that in our own backyard poverty, violence, hatred, and homelessness are growing.

One of the most important things that people cando is to hire those who have overcome
homelessness, poverty, and past crimes. The residents at Delancey Street gain vocational,
personal, interpersonal, and social skills necessary to make restitution to the soci-
ety from which they have taken illegally, and often brutally, for most of their lives. In
return, we ask from society access to the legitimate opportunities from which the
majority of the underclass and ex-convicts have been blocked for most of their lives.

| ask that people not let fear lead them to exclude people from their lives. We need to
include the underclass and people different from us. We need to connect with each
other. If we need each other, we all feel better. We find strength. Problems turn into
solutions. Fear and hatred turn to support and love.



SOME TIPS ON CRIMINAL JUSTICE

v Train 10 be an auxiliary police volunteer
® Research the issues. The g ] 1 Jreatly by iy ¢ depart s by pert 1

® Download a Missing Children screensaver or poster
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v Become a crime wwetim advocate. Pr

YMake a donation to support programs for ex-offenders
3 Give away your used vehicle 1o a crime wictims organization ' y Ot A ndat s | oyst tf
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