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Julio Medina, Exodus Founder and CEO: Welcome – welcome, everyone. Welcome, Mayor, to Exodus Transitional Community. We’re honored to have you. I want to also welcome our Councilwoman who we love so dearly there, Diana Ayala, who's been a champion at a closing Rikers and she just showed me the video of the protest. So, thank you for all that you're doing. Liz, I've been following you since, you know, since [inaudible] days in the state and we're honored to have you at Exodus and being part of this conversation. 

So again, on behalf of Exodus, we want to thank you for Jails to Jobs and all that comes along with all the initiatives that you're putting forth. I want to thank again, there's some folk in the room I definitely want to thank – it's my staff that are around here somewhere. [Inaudible] my board of directors, my VP team, who allow me to sit here. They’re actually the ones who do the work, as you know, I get the, you know – kind of take all the bows. And all the advocates will help to shape these conversations. I believe I have two of my board members here – they go. They keep me employed, so I want to just thank them as well and everyone knows who's here. 

Mayor, we recently celebrated 20 years servicing about 2,000 people a year, running from youth groups to trauma informed groups. We have sites in Newburgh and Poughkeepsie and we also – you just walked through the wellness center where we are battling the opioid crisis locally. We have 47 people on staff. And I think the amazing thing is not only are they educated, not only do they have the credentials, but 85 percent is justice [inaudible]. So, before it was popular, we realized the talent that exists with so many of the women and men that are being released from our jails and prisons, and we tapped into that talent. 

Not only do we have again, 47 – I'm part of that 47. I served 12 years, Mayor, and saw the goodness in people. You have the opportunity to watch someone become conscious. When you watch – have the opportunity to see someone get the GED and really want to change their lives, you become invested in those lives. Thus for us, it's so important to have the staff that we have that comprises of the culture and the makeup that makes Exodus what it is. But I think, Mayor, none of this success we talk about is not our own. Because if it's not for people like Councilwoman Ayala, the Mayor, MOCJ and a great that you have, all this will be [inaudible]. We won't have the funding to do this work. We won't have the opportunity to showcase the goodness of people, people that have some redemptive qualities that are just looking for a second chance.

So for us, that's important. But you had the courage and all of you have the courage to kind of boldly say we will raise the age. You had the courage to boldly say we'll pass the Fair Chance Act so that discriminatory policies that exist for folk trying to find jobs do have you – we leveled out the playing field. You continue to reduce the jail population to record lows. We’re talking 3,300 in 2026, I recently read. I think we started, Liz – what were we at? Like 5,000 or 6,000 when we started just – 3,300 is amazing and deserves a round of applause.

[Applause]

You know, you created a smaller, safer, fairer, more humane jail system. You know, you’ll hear some stories about [inaudible] and the atrocities in the past that took place. So, to look at bringing that down and creating something new, it makes all the difference in the world to all the New Yorkers, and we are proud to call ourselves New Yorkers. And these reforms, I'm sure weren’t easy. I mean [inaudible] pushback, Councilwoman. I see what happens daily. But yet, you know, we stood in the gap, you stood in the gap and said, we know what's right. And for this you have made New York City the safest big city in the nation. I want to say that again [inaudible]. You have made New York City the safest big city in the nation – and welcome, Exodus thanks you, our community thanks you, and our city thanks you.

Mayor Bill de Blasio: Thank you, brother. Thank you so much. Thank you.

[Applause]

Julio, I just want to tell you it's very moving to be here because this is a place that's all about redemption and, you know, we talk about redemption in our society. It’s a whole different thing to practice it. You practice it here. You practice what you preach and it begins with your own story, which I – you know, we just want to honor you because it took a lot of strength to overcome and then decide that you were going to devote yourself to others. It's been 20 years now of you helping other people back on their feet and in the right direction and that's amazing. That's amazing. And it's not – it's a kind of thing I wish more people would know about stories like this and what you said because we stop and think about it – of course, you know that famous phrase, “There but for the grace of God go I.” There's a lot of people who ended up incarcerated because they made a mistake, had the wrong influence in life, because of a crisis. It could have happened to a lot of other people too and it did not make them less human. As you said, there was a lot of good. And our job is to find that good, tap that good, help people in all the ways we say we believe in our faiths, in our beliefs to find the good in themselves and get on the right track. And you've done that and you've done that for so many people. So everyone, let's thank Julio.

[Applause]

And I want to just thank everybody who's here, everyone who's part of Exodus for the work you do, everyone who works hard to help people find a better life, find the good in themselves, believe in themselves. I want to thank Council Member Diana Ayala who has been a tremendous partner. And as we are in this historic week, turning towards the biggest criminal justice reforms this city has ever seen, it's one thing to talk about it. Diana has been on the front line of it and a very strong person. I want to give you – a lot of people don't know you well enough. I do. You're a strong person who believes in something and you committed yourself on a path of helping change this whole city. And it has not been easy, but big changes rarely are. So you've been a hero in this fight. Let's thank Diana – 

[Applause]

And to the head of my Office for Criminal Justice, Liz Glazer, and her excellent team that you put together. This is – I know you spent your whole life on criminal justice reform. I hope you're feeling a great deal of satisfaction this week because you've been one of the architects of this change. Let's thank Liz and her team.

[Applause]

So I have often said that the era of mass incarceration did not begin in New York City, but it will end in New York City. We're going to lead this nation. We're going to show that things can be done in a very, very different way. And what we announced in the last few days that our jail population will go down to 3,300 – this is breathtaking when you consider, it wasn't so long ago in the city that we had over 20,000 people in our jails on any given day. And for years and years, people assumed that would just be the way it was going to be and that even though we all knew there were problems, many deep problems in our jail, there just wasn't anything you could do about that. But I want to thank a generation of change agents – some of them in City Hall, on both sides of City Hall, a lot of them outside of City Hall – all of us believed together. And Julio, I know you were part of the original commission that helped put together a lot of this vision.

We all believed that something very different could happen, but the more we have deepened our work and the more there's been positive change in Albany as well, we've been able to imagine things that would have been literally unimaginable. When I started my administration – Liz, will remember these meetings – we could not see a world below 5,000. We would have loved to have gotten to 5,000 but a lot of changes have happened and a lot of the things that we've tried to give people different alternatives have worked. And – this is central to the whole thing – we’re arresting a lot fewer people. And this is something I urge everyone to focus on.

In 2018 in New York city, our NYPD arrested 150,000 fewer New Yorkers than five years earlier. 150,000 fewer people were arrested and crime went down, crime went down. And if you're going to end mass incarceration, one of the things you need to do is not arrest people who don't need to be arrested. And we're proving that. So something very big is happening.

3,300 people is the goal we're going to meet. And what we are doing right now puts us on a path to have the lowest rate of incarceration of any big city in America. This is historic, to have the lowest rate of incarceration of any big city – and to prove that that goes along with being the safest big city. So we're going to get off Rikers Island once and for all. We're going to have borough-based facilities and I emphasize to everyone these are facilities that are about redemption, right? It is not just about new buildings; it's not just about getting rid of the old bad buildings. It's not just about making the buildings closer to the courts, closer to family members of those who are incarcerated. It is building buildings for redemption, humane spaces that help people on a pathway to something better and are much more fair for the people who work there as well who do such important work.

So that's what we are doing with the actions that will happen this week. And when I say redemption – and Julio, you started talking about what we're going to hear from everyone in a moment – redemption is not just a word. It is people's lives. It's people's stories. And everyone here knows that word redemption. You can put it in very personal terms and talk about what it's meant for you and what it's meant for your whole family. And we want that for everyone. We want that idea. We all believe in second chances. We need to make sure everyone gets that second chance because when you give someone the right second chance you'd be amazed how many people take it and do the right thing. And it means doing the things that should've been done a long time ago. Like when someone's getting ready to leave the justice system, answering the basic questions, where can I get a job? How can I get back on my feet? How can I pay the rent? How do I take care of myself? 

A lot of people left our justice system without those answers and are we shocked that some of them ended up right back behind bars? If we want to make sure there is not recidivism, we have to build an approach that actually helps people answer those very human questions. Every single human being would ask the same questions. We have to be there with answers and that's what the plan that we are voting on this week will allow us to do. So one of the important things – and we're announcing this today – as part of the plan that we've worked on so intensive with the City Council, I want to say, you know, it's really important for people to recognize, this City Council has done something that a lot of people who are in elected office would not have done.

It's as simple as that. I want to give Speaker Johnson credit. I want to give Speaker Mark-Viverito before him credit and I want to give the four Council members, including Council Member Ayala credit, where these facilities will be in their districts. 

Every one of them said they were going to do the brave thing and the right thing, the thing that took some guts. I think we all know that sometimes people in political life don't make that choice. But you made that choice. The Speaker made that choice. Your colleagues made that choice. And as we have negotiated all these last weeks, everyone's been asking themselves a question, how can we do the most within our reach to change things once and for all? That's been a common desire. So, one of the things that we are announcing this week is that from this point on, everyone who goes through our correction system will get a transitional job when they leave one of our jails, every single person. Every person –

[Applause]

Because, it's one thing, again, to talk about redemption, but if you leave a correctional facility and you don't have a job to go to, you're in a really tough spot. And the chance of getting on the right track and staying on the right track gets greatly, greatly reduced. And if we're real about our values, we want to get people on the right track from the very beginning and keep them there. So we started previously providing transitional jobs for some people who went through the corrections system. Now we're going to do it for everyone and this is one of the ideas that came out of these negotiations. We will literally be doubling our annual investment in our Jail to Jobs program. And I think this is going to be a profound step to end recidivism. 

We're going to show folks who end up in the wrong place that we have faith they can get on the right track, there'll be that job to reorient them to being back in our communities and that job that makes it possible to then go and get long term employment. Everyone knows, whoever you are, if want to get a job, it's easier to get a job if you have a job. We're trying to reflect that reality by helping folks who need that transitional moment to work for them and need that handoff to go right by making sure everyone knows that it'll be there for them. So this kind of investment and a lot more that we'll be talking about this week, it's going to make a huge difference. We're going to be investing more in organizations that do this powerful work like Exodus, because you've proven it works.

Medina: [Inaudible] 

[Laughter] 

Mayor: We're going to be investing more in organizations like Exodus [inaudible] because it works and this is how you end mass incarceration. This is how you end recidivism. This is how you keep lowering crime. This is how you create a more humane and just and fair society. All these pieces go together. 

And New York City has always been a place that believed in second chances. And now we're going to make sure everyone gets that second chance. And we're going to change a lot of lives. So to everyone here again, I am so appreciative to each and every one of you for being willing to talk about your own life, to help educate other people and inspire other people. And Julio, I want to hear from everyone about their stories so we can tell the whole world of New York City how this works.

Medina: Well, thank you, Mayor. Thank you for, again, the announcement. This is wonderful. And it’s really got to change the city and I think it changed the makeup of the work that we do. So we’re honored to, again, be a part of this. I'll introduce you to Brother Julio to briefly tell the Mayor and the team here – 

Julio Cancel: How you doing, Mr. de Blasio. It is a pleasure to meet you. It's an honor to hear what you’re planning on doing and it’s something that should have been – should have been done on a very long time ago because we have a lot of our youths nowadays that are lost, and being in prison and in jail with no sense of somebody to care for them, it's kind of hard to transition back to society. When I came home [inaudible] my life – well, first of all, my life had changed in 2007. When I caught this bid I had got chased by the federal government and I jumped off the George Washington Bridge. I was not expected to survive. I was in a coma for six months. Paralyzed, could not see, could not walk. From that day forward no matter what – how much time the government gave me, I told myself that it's time for change. So, being in federal prison, I've done so much. I've gotten my education. I’ve gotten college courses from the University of Florida, my culinary arts certificates, my [inaudible] first certificate – ServSafe certificates – anything that has to do with culinary arts I took advantage of. And when I came home, the first thing I heard about was Exodus. I heard so much about this program. And when I got here, I came here with a plan. I came here with all my resumes and everything and the first thing – when I spoke to the job developer I told them this is what I want.

I'm not turning back. This is me, this is what I want, and they helped me so much. Sitting in that room the first day and watching that video with Julio and how he tried to change his friend's life and I had seen the disappointment in his eyes when he couldn’t – it’s kind of hard when you try to help somebody and you feel like you failed, but you know you've tried your best. So, I've been here and the [inaudible] I almost gave up. I'm not going to sit here and lie because being incarcerated for 15 years and coming to this world, this world seems too big. And I called Exodus one day and I spoke to my field counselor, Selena, and I asked her to come downstairs. When she came downstairs, I was in tears, and I told her I can't do this no more – this ain’t me, I'd rather be in prison. It's like, I was nervous, like this where it was too big for me. And she told me – she looked at me and she says, are you sure that's what you want? And I just broke down more, and she says, no, that's not going to happen, I’m not going to let that happen to you. And from that day forward, she helped me, Julio helped me, Philip helped me. They said, now, we're going to make sure that you make it. And my first interview that Exodus sent me on – my first interview – and that was the only interview I needed. I went to this spot in Park Avenue South and it's a company – it’s [inaudible] so it's different companies. When I went there, I was kind of disappointed because they told me, we feel that you’re way too qualified for this, but we're going to set something else up for you. So, when I went to this company called Little Beet Table, they hired me on the spot. And when I explained to them my situation, he says, we don't care about that, we just care that when you come here, you're going to work and you're going to do what you have to do and we're going to trust you. We're not going to be looking at you differently because of your background. It's people like this that give us opportunities and make us believe in ourselves. 

When I didn't believe in myself – I’m not going to sit here and say that I'm a perfect person – to this day, I’m not the most perfect, but I'm striving to be the best that I can be. And when I feel like I'm going left, I get on that phone and I call Exodus, I call my counselor or I call anybody that's here and I speak to them – you know, you're going to be all right, come in and come see us, I’m always here. And I don't show up as much as I used to here because I'm very busy at work now. 

[Laughter]

I work as a prep chef. And my job is, I train the staff in all the other restaurants. We’re at the point where we’re opening it up two more restaurants, so I travel a lot now. Now, I do more traveling now than I've ever done. I go to Connecticut, I'm on the verge of going to Maryland to a new restaurant with the opening up there, and my job was to train the new chefs that's going to be running the restaurant. Yeah, I could cook better than a lot of people – 

[Laughter]

But I say, man – Exodus, this program right here is something that, I mean we have to keep it going for the simple fact that it's people that understand us. It's better to be with people that understand you, has been in situation that you've been to, that could relate to you. I mean, I could, I could sit here and I could look at Julio and I said, yeah, he's been in the same boat that I’ve been in. And his stress, even though where he has right now – and I'm proud, I'm proud because he's a man that that takes pride in what he does and he takes that pride and he builds that pride in us with the rest of his staff. And I got to say I'm thankful. I'm thankful for Julio, because without him and Exodus, I don't think I'd be sitting here talking to Mayor de Blasio. 

[Laughter]

But like I said, man, Exodus has done a lot for me – has done a lot for me and I hope that we could continue with Exodus and open up more programs like this, not only for older individuals but for our youth, because the youth is our future, and without them there’s nothing. And I say, thank you de Blasio for everything that you're doing. Thank you for having me here. Julio, thank you for having me here. It's an honor to be sitting here and actually talking, because I'm not supposed to be sitting here talking right now. I'm supposed to be buried. With the grace of God, I’m here. And with the faith of Exodus and my family, I built a foundation that I don't think can ever be broken – never be broken.

Mayor: We’re proud of you.

[Applause]

Victor Tovar: First. I don't want to take too much credit, but you got to ask him who told them about Exodus. 

[Laughter]

Council Member Diana Ayala: I thought you were going to say you taught him how to cook. 

[Laughter]

Victor Tovar: No, no, no – I might've told them how to eat, because, you know, I love doing that, but not about cooking. 

[Laughter]

But besides that, you know, I, myself – I was, I was one of the recidivism-type people. I was in and out of the system since I was nine years old. It was hard, as I was, I was kind of telling Ms. Liz in there. It was hard growing up in the neighborhood where in our buildings there were three fathers in between five buildings, and out of those three fathers, only one worked. So, we didn't see strong men. We didn't see – we’ve seen strong women and we’ve seen strong women dealing with a lot of adversity and with little to help them. You know, with that being said, Julio hit it – Julio and Julio hit it. You have to think about the youth. The first thing he said is, we have youth programs. I don't know if anybody caught that, but that's the first thing he said. Second thing, the last thing he said was this about our youth. 

When I came out of prison, I was working – like him, I would up going from state, to state, to state, then I went to federal. And federal was about to put me away forever. And I said to myself – and I asked the judge only one thing, I was sad to see that I had three rows of people sitting in federal court for me every time I went to court. And it sparked the fire in me and it said something to me that, you have this family back there, you have this support back there and you're abusing it. You're not using it, you're abusing it. And I asked the judge, literally, I told [inaudible] if you give me a chance to get back to that family, I will never give anyone a chance to put handcuffs on me again. And I was working the re-entry resource rooms in federal prisons and seeing how there were certain programs and then the information we're getting is outdated and you're coming home and your lost. I came out wanting to go into HVAC because I did it for many years while I was in prison. And when I got here and I had seen certain staff members aggressive style and style in helping, the belief in giving from themselves to help build others – that right there just changed my whole outlook. I said, no longer will I do HVAC, I'm going to get into the social service field and one way or another I'm going to give back. I damaged my communities and my families way too much in the past, and now it's time for me to rebuild infrastructure wise, something that's stronger than everything that I had destroyed. I worked for HELP USA, I'm a housing specialist. I love my job. I'm at work like 24 hours a day. My phone goes off, I got realtors calling me at 12:30 at night on my day off, I have no problem giving back. I've actually helped people outside of my shelter. I just set up to help the housing specialists here. We're going to do something together to try to see if we can help more people because I think [inaudible] said it, there's a hierarchy of needs and without shelter you don't know what to do. You're saying that people are coming home with a job? That’s meeting one of the other five needs and that's something that, if it would have been implemented or in place when I was going through, maybe it would've been a different way, but like I tell people all the time – my grandfather told me a saying a long time ago – we spent half our life digging ourselves under stuff, right? And just for lack of words, and then the other half we try to dig ourselves out.
But I've learned one thing, having friends like Julio, having friends like Julio – 

[Laughter]

And counselors like Selena downstairs, and, you know, things like that. I just met Mr. Gregory, we about to network because I'm trying to do some of the things he's doing. Having a bunch of people to help with them shovels, it makes the light – the load just move so much easier. It's great that finally things that I knew should have been had been in the system are happening. And you're at the forefront, Ms. Ayala, Ms. Liz – I truly appreciate y'all for that. Julio – I appreciate Julio because I saw his video, right? And when I saw this video, one of my closest friends was actually a member here and he told me about this place and I came here and I hit the ground running and I just haven't looked back. And my ultimate goal is to actually open up one of these myself. I want to open a nonprofit, but I want to work with populations from 11 and 19. As I said, my first set, I was nine years old. I was a kid. So, to see what I went through and to see where the gaps are, I want to try to fill them because if we could plug every single hole, the ship will never sink. 

And with that being said, I am – like Julio here, I am honored to think that a year ago, 13 months and five days ago, I was actually in a cell and now I'm here with the grace of God and my job for giving me the time off just to be able to come in and do something greater for our population. And it's beautiful because I never thought that HELP USA would hire me because of the situation I went through with ACS. I applied for the youth development specialist. The investigator, when they disqualify me, wrote me a letter, and in that letter it said, because of your history, you are a person of poor character and morale and it would be more of a danger to the population we're trying to serve than a help. That could have broken the most willful, strong person available. I use that as motivation. It lit a fire under me. I frame that, it is in my office, because one day I will meet that gentleman again and tell him thank you, because I don't have no ill feelings or hard feelings for him, because he actually helped me without even realizing it. And as you said, the discrimination towards people that come out in that have these felony tags. And you know, I tell my clients every day, don't allow no one to put a title or tag on yourself that you did not place and you did not live for to get. Make sure that you identify yourself the way you want to. Like I'm fat, but identify as slim. 

[Laughter]

So, you know, these are the kinds of things that I tell my clients all the time. Identify yourself how you want to, carry yourself how you want to, don’t allow no one to ever tell you that you can't do something. And if you can't do it, they come get me, we’ll do it together.

Mayor: Beautiful – that was beautiful.

[Applause]

Medina: I just wanted to add Gregory for two minutes, if you don’t mind, because I think in speaking to him and one of our employees here in our wellness center, who's battling the addiction crisis daily – we can do a staff retreat every year [inaudible] they fight me, but we go upstate in the woods, no phone service, so you can imagine how that is. But you said something so amazing at that time that I just wanted – hopefully you’ll share a piece of that with the Mayor.

Gregory Izzary: How are you doing, Mayor de Blasio? First, I’d like to thank you for ending stop and frisk, because I grew up in the Bronx – in the South Bronx with – in the beginning, you know, growing up watching 80s movies and 90s movies because of my stepfather and stuff, you know, there were a lot of actors I idolized and I wanted to be like, I want to emulate. I wanted to go to the army, I wanted to become a cop. But, you know, playing manhunt and tag, unfortunately, you know, you've come around – you experienced police officers, you know, stopping you and, you know, touching you, and, you know, doing other things. And, you know, it kind of does something to a child, you know, it kind of changes your mind. It makes you, you know, think different and, you know, behave differently and rebel, you know, when you wasn't rebelling. And growing up and, you know, embracing my environment and truly becoming a product of the South Bronx. You know, I began to go into prison – you know, jails – Rikers Island to be exact at 16 where, you know, I found all my friends, you know, that I was in school with because I realized then that the public school education that served me – and didn’t serve me and all my friends the way that I thought they will. You know, I didn't know how to read and write. I kept going to Rikers Island. And at an early age, you know, I went from 16 to 17, back out, back in that 18, out, back in the 19, back out. You know, and I embraced it – to me it was like a badge of honor, you know, just trapped in ignorance, you know, and around people that they embrace the ignorance as a positive achievement, you know, as, as a successful thing to do. And I continue – you know, and I continue to go on not knowing how to read and write – you know, made it all the way to high school, to the ninth grade, not knowing how to read and write. I don't know how I was passed all those years, but it happened. And eventually, you know, when my mother passed away and, you know, it did something to me and, it made me question life. And, I did negativity – you know, I chose a crutch, a negative crutch, which was drugs. You know, I'm not going to elaborate on what drug I was utilizing, but I was, you know, under the impression that drugs made me heal the pain. So, you know, I went through to a lot, you know, like 10 years of my life just, you know, drugging and out there thugging in the street, not knowing what to do, just living life, you know, carelessly and lawlessly, you know, doing everything under the sun and that I could get away with. Eventually, you know, because of my mother's passing, and later on in my twenties, you know, I got shot in 2008. And that right there kind of woke me up, you know, I realize my mom passed away, 2007, but 2008 when I got shot, it woke me up. And, you know, I realized that the streets didn't love me because when I was, you know, out of commission and on crutches for close to a year or about a year on, nobody came knocking on my doors, seeing if I was alright. And it struck a chord. You know, I understood that the friends that I grew up with now have families and everybody have to tend to they own, you know, it's not like when we was kids or grouped up having fun and you know, breaking the law, but life moves on, you know? So, I made a promise to myself and to my mother, my ancestors, everyone that I'm going to learn how to read and write and then I'm going to continue to do that. 

And really – it really didn't happen overnight. Unfortunately I [inaudible] on it and I eventually caught a bid where I did five years and during that five years, I got my GED and I eventually came around and it woke me up. I realized that, you know, I was coming home in my thirties and that, you know, there was no more – there was no more playing around, there was no more, you know, of that ignorance existing in my mind, because, you know, I guess my prefrontal cortex finally developed, you know, and I caught it. I understood. I wasn't stubborn anymore. I didn't want to consider going back to prison and make institutions, you know, a lifestyle, you know? Just going in out of different programs and, you know, jail was in different buildings and Rikers Island asking the captains why don't they give us GED books instead of chess and checkers to play with in the housing areas. And I realized that I had to do something.

And I heard about Exodus when I was incarcerated because his name is synonymous in the prison system, you know, everybody talks about Julio and Exodus and what Exodus is doing. However, I still came home to not pursue Exodus right away. I still had to find myself and it wasn't easy because I came home homeless because my parole officer didn’t accept my address and, you know, I struggled a lot, you know to just stay home and just stay away from people that had taken me somewhere negatively, you know what I mean, where the judge sees me and then wants to keep me forever because of my record prior to that, you know, digging yourself under, you know, we fight that every day. 

Now eventually one time I was on parole and it was Brother [inaudible]. He was at parole, he was talking about Exodus and I remembered hearing Exodus and reading in the connections books that we get, the free books that we get up north, in prison, and I remember and I said, you know what, I'm going to give Exodus a shot. Actually, it was the third time I heard and I went - I came over to Exodus and everything’s changed ever since. 

I don't want to - you know, I'm just going to jump forward, you know, being that I suffered so much from drugs and what I let myself, you know, be consumed by and neglected my family and friends. Because I neglected my families and friends, I decided to get into substance abuse. Today I'm a CASAC counselor, you know, pretty soon I'll be a CASAC - I have my whole CASAC and I should be going to college this January to major in social work. And when I walk through my neighborhood today, you know, people, I don't even have to say nothing.
They already know the impact that I made just by entering the neighborhood wearing something like this. 

And it's like self-explanatory and it feels good to be able to help individuals that come into my office and just really understand that I literally know where they're coming from. I know what it tastes like. I know what it feels like. I know how you feel. I know what it feels like to go to interviews and get turned down because I was doing it years ago and when I didn't know how to read and write, when I tried to get a leg up. Now that I'm able to, I give them the ins and outs and I do - I exhaust all my resources whether I'm helping someone get off substance abuse or I'm helping them get a job or finding a way for them to get a resume in Exodus, I'm going to do it. 

And if it wasn't for Exodus believing in me, giving me this shot, because, you know, who else would have gave me a shot? Right? You know there's probably people out there, but no Exodus gave me the opportunity I needed and today I stand blessed. It's – I’m overwhelmed. I told people that I'll probably be talking to Mayor de Blasio Tuesday. They said what? 
Are you all right? Is that something from back in the day? Are you still under the influence? I'm like, I don't know. Maybe it is. 

[Laughter] 

So I'm just, you know, it's just so surreal right now, you know, to be here, just looking at you and understanding what you guys do for work and on Council, Ayala. And it's just wow - I don't know what to say. I'm at a loss for words. I just want say thank you again for ending stop-and-frisk, and thank you for what you're doing with Jails to Jobs, and thank you for coming to Exodus. 

Mayor: Thank you.

[Applause] 

Mayor: So absolutely beautiful. If you're someone at a loss for words - I think you had a lot of good words there. I think you did well. No, very powerful. And I really admire your strength, because it took a lot of strength, and now that you're sharing that with other people. I want to get a sense from everyone and Julio you can talk as you want about your own experience too. So I think the question that a lot of people need to understand is what happens if you don't have this kind of support. And then I want to help people understand when you do have the support, what the future could bring. So everyone here has done something extraordinary. And I want people to understand the difference between what might've been and now what you hope to do going forward. So we can show people that difference when there's that help there. Why don’t you start?

Medina: I think the supports - and it's not only Exodus, right? But throughout New York City and throughout the country, when we think about some supports, I always say, you know, it’s one word, Mayor. I don't think it's something that there's a formula, we look at statistical data, but its presence. It's the ability to be there with someone gets home. It's the ability to meet that person at Rikers and tell them, they look in your eyes and say, we're really here for you. You know, I always say, you know, people who've gone through prison and lived the lifestyle prior to that, have that ability to discern immediately, right? They know if you're a cop, they know if they’re [inaudible], they know right? Immediately they have this ability to discern. They know if you're telling the truth or not. They know if you really mean that you're going to help them.

And I think it's something as simple as just being present when someone is there, being present. And we run programs, by the way, in Greenhaven, of course we had the Jails to Jobs on Rikers Island, and we are running a program pretty soon in Bedford. And we do some work on [inaudible] as well as Otisville. They know we're there. They know we remain connected to the issue and we care. And I think that's just so important. You know, it's the funding happens or not, we want it to happen, but if it didn't happen, we will do this work. We will stand in the gap until someone continued. When we started this work, there was nothing there but an idea and I was called everything from crazy and idealistic and everything else. But when I met men inside and I met the goodness of men, when they transform their lives and you talk about redemption. When I see people after 10 years say, oh my God, I got be here another 10 years when they wake up. When you hear the cries at night when the cell doors lock, what did I do? Unfortunately, they're not cameras there to capture that. All we capture is that person going in at 17 with the grin on their face and it's unfortunate. I got to see part two of that story and I know part two is a good story. It's a story that you've heard today and it's a story around presence. It's a story about being there, standing in the gap, no matter what it is, they know there's a place to come at Exodus. 

So I think for us, Mayor, I think for us, I think if there was one thing that I can say that that is the key to the success here is being present in someone’s life in a way when they look at you Liz, they know Liz cares about me. Liz cares and knows what I'm going through right now. And I think that's what we've been able to create at Exodus.

Tovar: That’s a fact. I actually got my acceptance letter I wrote from West Virginia. I looked through the connections book as Mr. Gregorio said - it's actually funded by the New York City Public Library. I think it's one of the best things that they actually funded. And I wrote - I wrote to Exodus and I got my letter - it said we cannot accept you – pre-accept you - but when you get out, we're here. We'll definitely deal with you. As soon as I met my probation officer - my federal probation officer, I told her, I said this is my plan of action. She was like, thumbs up. Go ahead. And from there on, I was just going down this road. 

Like I said, I was fortunate enough, there was a few times like Mr. Julio, I was ready to give up. And, I think the one thing that I did learn and a phrase that I've coined and I've used so much since I came to Exodus was how comfortable are you being uncomfortable? And being uncomfortable was learning new things, putting myself out there, hanging myself out for everybody to see and anybody to judge. And with that I learned how to actually be more comfortable within my own skin and I actually now am going to places I never thought. 

Like I said I've exceeded things that I thought I was going to do and that has been a beautiful thing for me. And I once again, I thank my employer for taking me, they actually did a vigorous background check, but they said, we're going to give you a chance. And I told them you won't regret it. And they have yet to. They actually invited me to help them with new employment orientation and all kinds of things. So like they said, it's a village. Like they say it takes a whole community to help and I will never not lend a hand back to the community that helped me.

Mayor: So where do you see yourself? I want to ask each of you, where do you see yourself going for?

Tovar: Like I said within the next 10 years I will have my own non-profit. It isn’t a – I want to have, I will have and it's going to be for that population. Why? Because this is - I want to preemptive strike the problem. And it's not because there's not other people doing it, it's because I don't think there's other people doing it that actually lived through it. How can you tell somebody what to do if you haven't done it? And you know, I thank everyone for the opportunity to be here today, and I thank Mr. Medina for even going out on their whim when they called them crazy for starting something like this.

Mayor: What about you? What do you see in the future? 

Izzary: I see myself changing things, starting a family, raising my kids, continuing education forever. Forever continuing education and on really making an impact in my community. I've already started, but I want to continue and I want to just expand on it. And just staying consistent, you know, promising myself that I won't stop, you know, that I won't let myself give up. That I won't detour from the plan that I have today, and that, you know, I will continue to do what I know I need to do. And one day, you know, I guess I'll be 50 year old me thanking myself, you know, for the choices that I've done that I've made and I'm just trying to help from within because it makes sense. You can't help from far. You've got to go inside and this is the closest you’re going to get.

Mayor: Well said, well said. What about you, Julio? 

Cancel: You know that question. I laugh. You know why? Because when I went on my interview with my chef asked me that same question, I said I’m going to be where you are at right now. I'm going to take your seat, I'm going to take your position. He said you ain't going take mine, but if you're going to work hard to get where you at and you know, me and Vic being at the halfway house together, we sat in a room one day and we asked ourselves that same question, where you see yourself? And we both looked at each other and we are going to reach for the top. We are going to reach for the top. And I'm happy to see that he's there - he got a little fatter – but he’s reaching for the top – 

[Laughter]

Tovar: [Inaudible] be careful, be careful - 

Cancel: [Inaudible] brother who serves our country where we are. He's a Marine. He lives in Ohio. We are in the process of opening up our own restaurant in Ohio, a family owned restaurant. You know, that's something that I'm proud of and my brother sees a lot of potential in me. I'm going to hopefully run my own restaurant in a couple of years. 

Mayor: I love that. I want to ask one more thing. Let's start with you, Julio? 

Medina: Sure. 

Mayor: First of all, just I think for a lot of people these stories would be a revelation. You know, because I think one of you said it, you know we get the image of the young person going in, but we don't usually hear the stories of the folks who've turned things around. So we get - we only get part of the whole thing. But in your experience are there are a lot more - there are a lot more people in a situation? Because I think some folks might think, oh well these are the chosen few. Do you think it's only a few or do you think there's a lot?

Medina: Yeah, this is, this is not the exception. This is the norm. It's - I think what we do is highlight those other cases, right? We have to sunset sensationalize those things so media can follow and other people can follow. This is the norm. I've could have picked, you know, anyone who's going through our - the 2,000 people we serve a year and they could have sat at this table and told you more or less some of the same things and the same challenges and the same struggles. So I think the country needs to hear these voices and know that this isn't, you know, this is no one we should be afraid of. This is no one that's coming into our communities to hurt us. These are people that are coming back, people, right? Not ex anything or not – but people that are coming back to serve and to help. 

At one point, yes, where we part of the damage? Yes. But now when we talk about redemption, when we talk about grace, when we talk about forgiveness, when we talk about second chances, the norm embodies those principles that I believe our country lives for and believes in. And I want to answer your second question, in 10 years, I hope that there's mayors like you across the country that take the initiative, that I'm out of a job, that mass incarceration doesn't exist, that we're able to go about our lives with a very, very small [inaudible] population. Hopefully I can knock on your door for a job.

Mayor: You've got a plan. You’re a man with a plan. I love that. I love that. Yeah. Just one more thing everyone, and you only - I want to ask you to do this in a sentence or two. Okay? I'm going to go this way and you're going to get the last word –

Medina: Sounds good. 

Mayor: Sentence or two. Someone leaving jail, leaving prison today, and if they wanted to ask you how they should handle it, they asked you advice, what's the simplest thing you would say?

Tovar: Take it easy. Don't overload yourself. Know what you want. Continue to go. Don’t let no one tell you, you can’t. 

Izzary: I have to say prepare yourself for the no’s, but bear yourself for the turn down. So no, I don't want to hire you. Prepare yourself for the times where you're not going to be happy hearing what the other person is saying. Prepare yourself adversity. Don't give up your success, your quest.

Cancel:  To me failure should be a word that should not exist in your vocabulary. You should strive to be the best person that you can, even if it gets to the point where you feel like giving up, never give up, just strive.

Medina: Mayor, I think I always tell folks, you know, we're not defined by the worst moment in our lives. I think one of the things that we want to tell young people, tell anybody on this path that you don't have to go through the fire. You don't have to do 10, 15 and 20 years, you know? And if you look around us, as I mentioned, if you look at the staff, some of those common denominators, right? 85 percent of my staff have had walked this walk. 85 percent have been through some of the horrors that are on Rikers Island, but 85 percent are successful and are constantly and chronically making themselves better. And I think when we tell this story, not only to the city but to America, we're going to get the changes that we're looking for. And again, I thank you for this opportunity for taking all this time. Your team is amazing. They came in and took over this space, threw us out. 

[Laughter]

Mayor: In a good way – 

Medina: In a good way, in a good way. And we love kind of every moment we had the opportunity to learn more about you, learn more about your work. And like I said, I think one gift that we bring is the gift of the sermon. And we know you're real. We know you're real in the work that you're doing. We know you're real and changing mass incarceration and building smaller, safer, fairer, and more humane jails. And we're on board and you have our support. 

Mayor: Thank you, brother. Thank you, everybody. Thank you. 

[Applause] 
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