San Diego and the Business of Hiring Probation Officers

I’m going to use San Diego County for this experiment primarily because I recently gave a presentation at the Second Annual International Domestic Violence and Stalking  Conference hosted by Anne O’Dell and Joan Archembeau at the Holiday Inn overlooking the beautiful San Diego bay. I believe this conference represents the current state of the art in the evolving domestic violence arena. The fact that Anne O’Dell is a retired San Diego Police Sergeant gives special law enforcement credence to the information being offered and, indeed, I noticed that unlike so many other DV conferences there were a significant number of police and district attorneys attending. The quality of information was excellent and Anne’s web site can be accessed at www.stopdvnow.com  ***. Especially interesting were the sessions on rape kits, arrest procedures, community activism, and the session presented by my DV mentor, Don Chapin, on cultural issues in the field of domestic violence.

After giving my presentation on the latest type of Aggression and Control classes that are court-mandated to DV perpetrators back in Oregon where I am employed as a Parole and Probation officer, I returned to my room. Looking out the window I could see an immense Navy aircraft carrier to my left. Straight ahead was an historic 80 foot sailing vessel and to my right, across the street, was a Spanish style, red tile roofed, perfectly landscaped, public building of some sort. I put on my tennis shoes and walked over as the late afternoon sun slanted the shadows of the palm trees across the manicured lawn and gardens.

It turns out that the building dates from the late 1930’s and houses the San Diego county administrative offices. I walked past the guard and through the metal detector, both of which are recent additions since September 11, 2001. I was looking for the personnel office. My goal was to see if they were hiring Parole and Probation officers. It turns out that parole is a state function in California while probation is administered on a county-by-county basis. San Diego county was looking pretty good that afternoon so I thought I’d pick up some applications for employment.

I had my choice of three possibilities: 

· Probation Director:           salary  $47,840 to $99,840 (S.D. Recruitment  #01039912U)

· Senior Probation Officer:  salary $43,722 to $53,144  (S.D. Recruitment #01509007P)

· Deputy Probation Officer: salary $39,686 to $48,214 (S.D. Recruitment #01506511)

 According to the application, San Diego is always searching for a Probation Director. There are actually 15 Probation Directors reporting to the Chief Probation Officer through one Assistant Chief Probation Officer and three executive-level Deputy Chief Probation Officers. Assignments are rotational and each Probation Director is fully responsible for supervising staff and managing a probation office or detention facility. I should also point out that the San Diego Probation Department supervises both adult and juvenile offenders. The application went on to state that the ideal candidate will have experience in directing and supervising a large staff of probation officers and administrative support personnel, establishing performance standards, and implementing policy and procedures.  Additionally, the position requires ‘excellent interpersonal communications to coordinate departmental services and activities.’  Finally, the position requires five years experience in criminal justice administration, three of which involve remedial and/or preventative services in a field or institution unit planning.  

Well, that position looked too political for me. After all, according to the personnel office, this agency has an annual budget of 135 million dollars and employs about 1490 employees. The programs and operations I could handle. The coordination of services with the courts, judicial services, law enforcement, education, health and social services looked like it would require a lot of skills that would rapidly lead to the serious abuse of antacid pills. I’d have to look at the other positions if I was going to move to San Diego.

The Senior Probation Officer position had a lot of appeal to me. After all, the flyer stated that this position is identified as a peace officer as defined in the California Penal code. That was good. The job entailed remedial and preventative services to adults or juveniles as sentenced by the courts. It also required the ability to ‘study, diagnose, plan treatment for and supervise the more complex and difficult probation cases…conduct investigations, prepare reports, and may be called upon to handle medical, security, or disciplinary emergencies.’ It was also designated as the training officer position for newer staff members. Some of the senior officers would require certification to carry a weapon.

On the downside, the position specifically stated that successful candidates would be required to provide their own transportation for field travel. That could be rough my car on the Southern California freeways. Also, shift work would be required for some positions and a class B drivers license might be needed if the position was assigned to transport prisoners or other offenders. It was very interesting to me that California law, effective 1/1/99 had been enacted to provide for random testing. Tests could include drug, alcohol, medical, and psychiatric testing. I think that random psychiatric testing could be a good thing as long as the administration was frequently included.  I like the fact that the pay scale allows a top-end senior probation officer to out-earn an entry level Probation Director. Please remember that the cheapest house in San Diego on that particular day was $223,000, and that was in a very rough neighborhood.

All this brings us to the Deputy Probation Officer position. In San Diego, bilingual skills are highly prized and command premium pay as does night shift, locked institutions, and certain remote locations. A bachelor’s degree is required. I chuckled when I read that the experience needed could be former probation officer experience or ‘one year full-time experience with custody and control responsibilities such as a K-12 teacher or first-line supervisor in the military’. At least the San Diego Probation Department realizes what is going on in the public school system.  Also required is a thorough background investigation and the ability to respond to hostile behavior, which may require physical restraint. The full job description can be found at www.co.san-diego.ca.us .

Let’s take the written portion of the Senior Probation Officer test together. It consists of three questions.

Question #1: Upon reporting for duty as a Senior Probation Officer you learn that your supervisor will be away on extended leave. How would you respond to this situation to provide leadership for the unit?

Let’s see. I guess I’d gather everyone together to introduce myself and tell them what the situation was. I would then ask for information from my superiors and other staff members. Then I’d step in to review reports, provided direction, and manage the administrative details. Communication would be the key during the supervisor’s absence.

Question #2: Please discuss education, training, and other skills that have prepared you for the position of Senior Probation Officer:

See resume 

Question #3: Please describe the most complex ethical dilemma you have had during your career. Include in your answer the steps you took in analyzing the situation and deciding which steps to take.

Every interaction with an offender presents an ethical dilemma. After all, your beliefs, societies beliefs, and the offender’s beliefs are colliding in your office. All I can do is describe the last person I saw on Friday. He is 23 years old and had been sentenced to six years in prison, to be served as an adult, at the age of 16. He was first sent to the Youth Authority prison and was transferred to the adult prison when he turned 18. His original crime was Robbery and Assault. He had pistol whipped an elderly tourist, robbed him, and stolen his car. Two years after being transferred to the adult prison he escaped from a work crew detail and was apprehended about 250 miles away at the girlfriend-of-a-friend’s house near the Nevada border. He received an additional year for the escape. He arrived in my office on a Friday afternoon about 3pm. He had spent a total of 16 months in the segregation and discipline unit at the prison during the course of his incarceration, most recently for fighting with the correctional officers. The transitional plan said simply that he had no resources. I first read this plan at the same time I met the offender. The front office staff said there was a hostile, uncooperative person in the lobby refusing to fill out the intake documents.

The dilemma I faced was multifaceted. First, it was 5 days before the end of the fiscal year and we had been instructed that there was no subsidy money until it was released again at the start of the next fiscal year. He had no money and I had no money. The boy had become a man while in custody under the tutelage of the very worst type of role models. He brought what he had learned into my office and began, in the foulest of language, a diatribe against the ‘system’ as he perceived it. I came to believe that he was illiterate and incapable of filling out the forms. In short, he was coming from maximum security to the streets with no decompression whatsoever. He has never seen an Xbox game station, a cell phone, or a female with purple and blue hair. He was angry and he was disoriented. In short it was a typical Friday afternoon.

The ethical dilemma?  Let’s see. Should I draw up a case plan on the spot? Should I find him shelter? Should I notify the police of his presence back in the community? Should I refer him to treatment? How about loaning him some of my money? Should I unleash him on another unsuspecting agency or faith community? Should I punt to the absent director with a strongly worded and whiney memo? Or should I go home and tell him to report back on Monday? All these questions involve my personal ethics and work habits.

The steps I took in analyzing the situation consisted of exactly one giant step. I concluded that the situation, in the language of the profession, was really messed up. This is unfortunate because our state has been working extremely hard at pre-release planning, but because of the in-custody discipline issues my newest client had most definitely slipped through the cracks. I also factored in the reality that he was using the skills of a 15 year old in trying to intimidate me and my staff. Plus he had been pumping iron for the last 7 years. Plus he was not very bright.

I decided to take a number of actions, none of which resolved the ethics of the situation, but all of which were designed to take the stress off me and my newest client. First I engaged him in a conversation about respect. This, we both knew, was the currency of incarceration. I offered to give him as much respect as he would allow. First, I warned, that he needed to settle down, lose the attitude and lose the foul language. He slumped back in his chair, visibly relieved to be having a conversation he recognized from daily interactions inside the institution. Secondly, he needed to fill his time over the weekend and I needed some allies. I called a clean and sober Oxford house to see if he could attend some weekend functions and they graciously agreed. Then I called the welfare office and asked my friend who works there to begin processing some emergency food stamps and preparing a health plan card application. I had the front office draw up some temporary identification. Finally I called his last known relatives, who most definitely were not looking forward to this reunion, and arranged for a temporary, three day residence. It was almost 5PM but I drove the offender across town so he could get his food stamps before the welfare office closed. Then I went home.

Ethically, I’m conflicted because I wouldn’t want my own family, much less an unsuspecting community member, to run into him without knowing what I know. He is a dangerous man with everything this town has to offer at his fingertips. The residence is marginal, to say the least. I personally believe he will be trading food stamps for alcohol or drugs before the sun sets. There is a high probability that a woman may be infected with whatever disease he may or may not carry before I see him again. He needs full screening for behavioral and medical issues, referral to literacy classes, and intense counseling as quickly as possible. He may or may not report as directed to me on Monday morning. I’m not sure that this response would get me the job in San Diego but I know from speaking with my colleagues there that they are true professionals and recognize the truth when they see it. 

San Diego is under immense pressure as a military town, a border town, and a member of a state that is suffering from serious fiscal problems. The struggle to accommodate cultural issues, gang issues, drug smuggling, and the ongoing political dialogue that crime generates indicates to me that all the positions were slightly underpaid. I personally know college graduates making more money selling car stereo systems in that region.  I looked down from the plane as I took off from the airport and the bay sparkled and the city gleamed with promise but I knew my application would remain unsubmitted. And as I flew home I silently saluted the men and women of the San Diego Probation Department for their dedication, their courage, and their hospitality.

