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THE ISSUE: 

 

A new program in Albany will attempt to fast-track services to low-level offenders. 

 

THE STAKES: 

 

It's an enlightened approach that can serve as a model for other societal problems. 

For more than two decades, drug courts have offered alternatives to incarceration for nonviolent 

offenders. The results have been astounding. 

 

Multiple studies show the rates of recidivism have dropped substantially. Savings have been 

realized in the criminal justice system. And countless people whose lives would have been 

wasted behind bars have been able to take advantage of a second chance. Recently, interventions 

with military veterans who have had run-ins with the law have produced the same kinds 

of successes. 

 

Now the city and county of Albany are embracing this approach in the way mentally ill, 

homeless and substance-addicted people are handled when they are arrested. The program, called 

LEAD (law enforcement assisted diversion), is an enlightened alternative to widespread 

incarceration for low-level, nonviolent crimes. 

 

Under LEAD, when these sorts of suspects are charged with minor offenses that would now 

likely land them in jail, police and prosecutors will have the option to get the offenders quick 

access to social services. This will focus attention on the situations that got them into trouble in 

the first place. 

 

Alice Green, executive director of Albany's Center for Law & Justice and a backer of LEAD, 

notes that a suspect who spends even a couple of days in jail after an arrest will often lose a job. 

It can cost the person in other ways too, all only making an already difficult life worse. 

 

LEAD will establish stronger collaboration among police, prosecutors, public defenders, 

probation officials and county social service and mental health workers, as well as some 

nonprofits. Instead of waiting to assign services until after a person has been in jail and has made 

several court appearances, this new effort can begin right away, when it can make the biggest 
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difference. Often, these individuals are well known to law enforcement. The problem is nobody 

is advocating for them. The right counseling or job training can kickstart their turnaround. 

 

 

The benefits to the community are many. Not only can it substantially reduce costs and stem the 

problem of a clogged court system, it can break the cycle of repeat offenders. This will lead to a 

reduction in crime. 

 

LEAD's success would also provide models to deal with other failing systems in our society. If 

social service agencies could better align with schools to help a struggling student, it would yield 

similar benefits to those involved and to the community. 

 

Likewise, health care costs could be reduced and people would be healthier through regular, 

preventative care. Too often, the poor and uninsured wait until a health crisis sends them to the 

emergency room, a much more expensive alternative. 

 

For such programs to work, we must be willing to intervene early to attack the problems facing 

society — a profoundly more sensible option when you consider the costs of just kicking them 

down the road. 

 


