
AANHPI communities often are invisible in the discourse on criminal justice reform in 

California and, as a result, the real needs and challenges facing incarcerated and formerly 

incarcerated AANHPI individuals and their families largely are not addressed.  Emblematic of 

this dilemma of invisibility is the dearth of disaggregated data on AANHPIs and the criminal 

justice system.  Based on the scarce data available and the real lived experiences of AANHPI 

community members, the structural flaws of the criminal justice system particularly impact poor 

and low-income AANHPIs, especially Southeast Asians, Pacific Islanders, and those perceived 

to be involved in gangs.  These community members and their families struggle without 

adequate culturally and linguistically appropriate resources and support, exacerbating the 

difficulties of accessing alternatives to incarceration, reducing recidivism, and supporting the 

successful reintegration of AANHPIs who are formerly incarcerated.  

 

AANHPI Prisoners are Largely Immigrants, Refugees, and Younger in Age - with Juveniles at 

High Risk of Being Tried as Adults 

 

Between 1990 and 2000, the AANHPI prison population increased by over 250 percent.1 In 

California, nearly two-thirds of AANHPI prisoners - 64.6 percent - are immigrants and refugees.2  

Among AANHPI prisoners in California, the largest percentage of inmates are Vietnamese 

(21.9%), Filipino (19.8%), Pacific Islander (9.9%), and Laotian (8.5%).3  Approximately 22 

percent of AANHPI prisoners in California are from Los Angeles and Orange Counties.4 

 

In addition to being largely immigrants or refugees, AANHPI prisoners are incarcerated at a 

younger age than prisoners of other racial backgrounds.5 Of those AANHPI prisoners committed 

to the California Department of Corrections, over 60 percent are Southeast Asian.6 Crimes for 

which AANHPIs are convicted are disproportionately violent offenses compared to other racial 

groups.7 Because AANHPIs tend to be younger and/or convicted of serious offenses, they face 

significant social and psychological barriers to successful re-integration.  

 

According to a 2013 report by Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders in Philanthropy, gang 

stereotypes play an important role in the arrests and incarceration of AAPI boys and men, 

leading to harsher sentences.  Cultural, linguistic, and generational barriers also make it difficult 

for the parents of AANHPI boys and young men to advocate for their children in the criminal 

justice system, contributing to AANHPI boys and young men falling through the cracks.  For 
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example, according to the AAPIP study, there is a high risk of some AAPI boys being tried as 

adults or for out-of-home placements.   

 

AANHPIs experience high rates of recidivism that is comparable to those experienced by Blacks 

and Latinos. According to the U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics, in 1994, 

57.2 percent of released prisoners of the “other” racial category (includes persons identified as 

Asian, Native Hawaiian, or other Pacific Islander; American Indian or Alaska Native; and 

persons of other races) were arrested within 3 years following release in 12 reporting states 

including California.8 By 2005, in comparison, that rate rose to a staggering 72.6 percent of 

released prisoners of that racial category.9 This growing population of formerly incarcerated 

AANHPIs are in need of targeted reentry services.  

 

 

Lack of Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate Resources for AANHPIs 

 

There is a dearth of culturally and linguistically responsive resources and services for AANHPIs 

and their families in navigating the criminal justice system - from prevention to the trial and 

sentencing stages to incarceration and reentry.  For example, as of 2005, the California 

Department of Corrections “[contracted] with 19 re-entry centers, none of which provide 

programs/services that target API ex-offenders or their families.”10  Only a handful of nonprofits 

in Los Angeles and Orange Counties provide culturally and linguistically appropriate reentry 

services to AANHPIs. Besides KGA, Advancing Justice-LA, and Onesimus Prison and Jail 

Ministry, to our knowledge, only the Asian American Drug Abuse Program, Inc. in Los Angeles, 

the Samoan Federation of America in Carson, the Office of Samoan Affairs in Carson, and 

Project Exodus of the Second Samoan Congregational Church in Long Beach, and API RISE 

(Paul Jung is a co-founding member) have dedicated programs to address the intersection of 

AANHPIs and the criminal justice system.  

 

Without such culturally and linguistically appropriate resources, it is very difficult for AANHPI 

boys and young men and their families to comprehend the complexities of the criminal justice 

system and to protect and assert their rights.  The lack of culturally and linguistically appropriate 

resources creates a higher risk that AANHPIs will be tried as adults, given harsher sentences, 

have difficulty preparing for parole hearings, and face barriers trying to reintegrate into their 

families and communities after incarceration.   

 

                                                
8 This compares to 61.7 percent for Whites, 71.9 percent for Black/African Americans, and 64.6 percent for 
Hispanic/Latino. “Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 30 States in 2005”: Patterns from 2005 to 2010, Matthew R. 
Durose et. al., U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, April 2014. 
9 This compares to 68.8 percent for Whites, 74 percent for Black/African Americans, and 70.7 percent for 
Hispanic/Latinos. Id.  
10 Id. at 49. 



The lack of resources also exacerbates the culture of silence and shame in AANHPI communities 

about incarceration.  With nowhere to turn to for support and solidarity, it is difficult for 

AANHPI prisoners and formerly incarcerated individuals and their families to counter the stigma 

of incarceration, perpetuating a cycle of silence and shame. 

 

AANHPI Detainees 

The passage of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 and 

the USA PATRIOT Act of 2001 have created a disturbing trend of harsh, punitive government 

policies that have further criminalized AANHPIs.11 Two populations specifically, South Asians 

and Southeast Asians, have been most impacted by these policies. As of 2003, there were 18,174 

prisoners with INS “hold” and 3,959 with “potential holds.”12 Of those prisoners with INS holds, 

nearly 1,600 (or 9 percent) were immigrants from Asia or the Pacific Islands with the vast 

majority being from Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, the Philippines, Korea and the Pacific 

Islands.13 

 

The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) have been 

particularly damaging to the Southeast Asian communities. The Act limited many dues process 

guarantees for immigrants resulting in many Southeast Asians becoming entangled in the 

criminal justice system.14 For instance, over 1,500 Cambodian Americans have faced 

deportations and more than 500 have already been deported back to Cambodia, with many facing 

further punishment for their crimes.15 

 

 

Additional issues: 

 

1) Voting Rights and Civic Engagement 

 

Nationally, approximately 5.85 million Americans have been disenfranchised due to laws that 

bar individuals convicted of felony offenses from voting.16 The scope of disenfranchisement 

varies based on state-specific laws and includes restricting the voting rights of: i) persons 

currently in prison or jail (14 states); ii) those in prison or on parole (four states); iii) those in 

prison or on parole or probation (19 states); and iv) those in prison, on parole or probation, or 

who already have completed their sentences (12 states).17 
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Given this disenfranchisement that varies state-by-state, there is a need to inform and educate 

individuals who are incarcerated and formerly incarcerated about their voting rights and to 

encourage them to register to vote and cast their ballots at the polls.  For AANHPIs who are 

formerly incarcerated, there is the additional need to conduct such voter education and 

mobilization in a culturally and linguistically appropriate way. 

 

2) Health Access 

 

Access to health care coverage is a critical issue for incarcerated and formerly incarcerated 

individuals, who tend to be less healthy than the general population and far more likely to be 

uninsured.18   

 

Individuals who interface with the criminal justice system are seven times as likely as the general 

population to experience mental illness, substance abuse disorders, infectious disease, and 

chronic health conditions.19 Yet, in California, incarcerated individuals often lose their SSI and 

Medi-Cal benefits, which disrupts access to health care and makes it more difficult to achieve a 

“continuity of care.”20  Moreover, a significant number of incarcerated individuals do not have 

health insurance or the financial resources to pay for medical care upon release.  For example, in 

San Francisco, almost three out of four people on probation have no health insurance.21  

 

Lack of health coverage can increase recidivism rates.  Nationally, 70 to 90 percent of 

individuals released from prisons and jails have not had access to public or private health care 

coverage and few options have been available to ensure that they receive the necessary care in 

their communities.22  Due to inadequate access to health care, 1 in 12 individuals leaving prisons 

and jails nationally will be hospitalized within 90 days of release.23 

 

Thus, culturally and linguistically appropriate outreach, education, and enrollment services are 

critical to meet the health care needs of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated AANHPIs. 
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