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Private probation needs
strict state oversight
In a legislative session that didn’t generate ankle cuff monitoring.
much fire (outside of guns) a veto by Nathan
The business of handling probation (mostly
Deal of HB837 allowing private probation for municipal courts) is big business in Georcompanies to operate with even less oversight gia with 80 percent of the people who receive
deserves applause.
probation being handled by up to three-dozen
Deal recognized, following some unsavory different companies. It was estimated, by
news across the nation, a watchdog report and Human Rights Watch, that private probation
a report from the state’s Department of Audits, generated $40 million in revenue in the past
that private probation companies need higher year in Georgia.
levels of scrutiny, not less.
What is particularly galling are the people
In an era of high court costs and taxpayer forced into the probation system only because
resistance to most any cost, private probation they didn’t have the cash to pay an initial fine.
sounds great when they use the phrase “ofPeople coming out of jail or sentenced to
fender funded” – meaning that those on pro- probation are convicted criminals who may
bation must pay fees to cover their costs.
need supervision, but they are also ripe for fiIn theory, this is great -- a private company nancial exploitation, which makes the slope
takes over the duties of probation officers and leading to rehabilitation that much steeper.
sees that rehabilitation is handled efficiently
Ultimately, for the taxpayers, having these
(saving taxpayers) and with
people back working, cermore compassion for those
tainly not occupying an exIt was
on probation (helping rehapensive prison cell because
bilitation).
they couldn’t pay a probaestimated that
But further scrutiny finds
tion company, is our best
the private system is ripe for
bet. Raiding these probaprivate probation
abuse – with multi-million
tioners meager savings
generated
dollar companies tacking on
under threat of jailing is
services for those they monnot moral nor effective
$40 Million in
itor and extending probation
state policy.
revenue in the
periods to take advantage of
Re-jailing someone
poor people while using the past year in Georgia. simply because they can
threat of re-incarceration to
not pay their fine not only
back them up. When those
harkens back to the old
on probation are also the paying customers, debtor prison, it is unconstitutional – a 1983
there is a disincentive to either help them com- case that originated in Georgia found someone
plete probation or to turn them in for an of- can not be jailed just because they are too poor
fense that would send them back to jail. to pay their fine.
Unreported drug test failures were found in
Note, however, they can justly be jailed if
national checks on these companies.
they refuse to pay, or squander their money
After realizing the potential pitfalls, Pick- and don’t pay.
ens County’s judicial system wisely decided to
The idea behind the private probation is
use a county probation department that is su- solid, but if the state lends their force of the
pervised by the courts.
courts to any private entity, they have a duty
Across the nation, abuse stories abound in to be sure the power is not abused.
private programs.
Better supervision of these programs is a
In one instance highlighted by Human must. Governor Deal noted this, saying when
Rights Watch, a Georgia man was fined $200 he issued the veto that the issues found by the
for shoplifting a can of beer, but the private audit, throw up “a lot of red flags.”
probation company socked him with monthly
Convicted people need to pay their debt to
charges that were higher than his income – no society and cover the costs of their crime and
way for him to ever get ahead. Eventually he punishment when possible. But no private
went back to jail hopelessly behind on thou- company should be lent the authority of the
sands in probation company service charges. courts to collect these debts without stringent
As in other instances, this misdemeanor of- oversight.
fender was required to wear and billed for
AGREE OR DISAGREE? Tell us your thoughts on this week’s editorial either with a letter to the editor
that will be published next week. Letters may be e-mailed to news@pickensprogressonline.com. All
letters must have a valid e-mail address, full name and telephone number for verification. We still
take them by regular mail at Pickens Progress, P.O. Box 67, Jasper, GA 30143

The Essential Bad Attitude
By Alan Gibson

Why I like God
First, accessibility is total. He
never puts you on hold. There is
no machine saying, “For absolution press 1. To speak to a saint
press 2. To speak to God press 0.
The wait time is approximately
four hours. Your call is very important to us.”
Nope, none of that.
The conversation has to be sincere but it doesn’t have to be formal. Amazingly God’s manner is
that of a regular person. His inflection is kind. If he says Good Morning, well, it is. One tip: Don’t use
the lord’s name in vain, like, “If I
could just once make a hole-inone.” You don’t want to trivialize.
On the other hand who’s to say
what’s in vain and what’s not?
God is facile. He has options

and solutions that elude me. But I
never ask for a miracle per se because, to me, the whole thing is
miraculous.
Just when you decide that he
has no sense of humor (and incidentally I haven’t capitalized the
pronoun ‘he’ because it’s a silly affectation), someone like Jonathan
Winters comes along to make the
point that humor can sustain without being malicious. You want to
tell God a joke? Go ahead. Here’s
my favorite: QUESTION: Did
man invent God or did God invent
man? ANSWER: God invented
man but, in a move that still puzzles theologians, did not patent
him.
Sometimes I’m reduced to begging God instead of praying. It’s
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unseemly and inane. You can’t improve the odds on prayer. But then
again, when I render myself pathetic, God somehow restores my
fragile dignity.
He’s no push-over or sob sister.
I need discipline; I know that. Occasionally I need a whack across
the snout, you’ll forgive the ignoble metaphor.
I do find that God is indulgent
up to a point. I mean, don’t try running Sodom and Gomorrah, but
your minor flaws may be instructive: the aggressor who makes
peace; the drunk who embraces sobriety. My conclusion (and this
carries no divine endorsement) is
that the spirit subsumes the act. It’s
not a matter of what you do so
much as why and how you do it.
God doesn’t dodge tough questions. He never says, “It’s a gray
area,” which of course it never is.
Gray area-ism is the antithesis of
God.
What keeps me focused is that
he’s always testing me. Sometimes
I pass, sometimes I fail, but, if
you’ll excuse the pun, it scares the
hell out of me. Which in moments
of lucidity I suppose is a good
thing.
[For more of the same, visit
Alan’s blog, essentialba.com]

Weather
By William Dilbeck
July 8 - July 14
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Postcard from Destin: Beaches make good
memories, but don’t leave the mountains
By David R. Altman
Progress Books & Writers editor

“For whatever we lose (like a
you or a me), It’s always our self
we find in the sea”
—e.e. cummings
“Thousands of tired, nerveshaken, over-civilized people are
beginning to find out going to the
mountains is going home; that
wilderness is a necessity”
—John Muir
The one thing I can say about
being at the beach in early July is
that it is hot and crowded.
Was that actually two things?
Well, both are true.
I am talking hot here. Temperatures in the mid-nineties with
100 percent humidity—that sort
of salty humidity you always get
around the beach that saps your
strength and makes you neither
hungry nor thirsty, just tired.
After a day on the beach, you
feel though you have run a halfmarathon when you get back to
the rental unit, having carried
enough chairs, towels, toys, and
food to furnish a house in Big
Canoe.
While the wet bulb approaches 108, you know the rest
of the trip will probably be spent
around the little pool in the back
yard, except for perhaps night
walks on the beach. Night-time
beach walks are overrated. They
are also fraught with the unassuming danger of sting rays
which have eased up onto the
beach’s shallowest areas, sliding
just under the sand, waiting for
little night creatures to show
themselves—hoping to avoid
being stepped on by a big foot
from New Jersey or, worse yet, a
little one from Georgia.
The high today in Jasper is
supposed to be 81 degrees—a
veritable cool-mountain morning
compared the oppressive heat of
Destin. Still, it is early down
here, already 82 and the sun is
not up. The early morning beach
walkers, many of them over
sixty, are walking hand-in-hand,
some of them limping, some still
wearing the band aids that were
left by the dermatologist, some
sipping coffee and all of them
waiting for one more look at the
surf. A walk of memories.
So why do people to go the
beach? They go because they
love the ocean. They love the
look of it, the sounds of it, the
waves rolling in and the surf
splashing. Beach sights and
sounds are unique: children
squealing, beach umbrellas shading, slathered legs glistening,
sand-castles building, Frisbees
flying and cold-drinks warming
(with a touch of sand around the
top --an accidental Margarita).
Many times, it’s simply people watching people, sometimes
voyeuristically, behind newly
purchased sunglasses that will be
lost before Saturday.
Beaches are full of memories.
The first trip you went on, the
first trip you brought your spouse
on, the first trip you brought your
kids on, the first trip you brought
your grandchildren on. The last
trip you brought your father on.
These sandy memories, like
the waves, seem endless. And
only until you see the ocean—
touch it, suffer in it and once
again play in it—will those
memories come rushing back,
like a summer light switch that
has been turned off during the

The author and his wife, Lisa, near Destin, Florida.
temporary winters of your life.
Generations change but the
beach does not. Worries shift
from your children to your
grandchildren. “Where is Luke?”
someone says.
“Who has
Milly?” another asks. The
younger adults all rise in unison
as though they were standing for
the National Anthem, their eyes
turned anxiously toward the surf.
The scene from Jaws flashes
across the fertile imagination of
young parents.
But grandparents look behind
them—remembering that the
children are right where they
were 30 seconds ago when they
last checked (there are very few
texts being read by grandparents
on the beach).
But, we all keep coming back
to the beaches, even those of us
who prefer the mountains. People who, like us, are thankful that
the mountain air never feels like
the beach air.
Sometimes we can’t fully appreciate the mountains until we
leave them (even in the fall, with
the sound of out-of-state motorcycles racing up and down Burnt
Mountain Road or those winter
days when you sometimes you
can’t even get up Burnt Mountain Road).

The mountains beckon us
home. Thankfully, there are
fewer cars and fewer people.
Trees stand in memoriam to the
legacy. No beach umbrellas, only
giant oaks and hickories. The
Ordovician Period, when these
mountains were formed, outranks the formation of the Gulf
Coast by about 200 million
years. Plus, we’ve got the
world’s greatest marble and
they’ve got only sand.
There is a constant source of
security in the mountains, the
same security that is missing
from the changing surf. It’s a security born not so much from
childhood memories but from the
dependable strength of the
mountains and their people. A
count-on-me certainty; one that
borders on faith.
The ocean is always moving.
The mountains are not. Instead,
they provide stability to the
beach’s indifference. Both fill us
with the memories of our past—
but only one will provide the
foundation for our future.
[David Altman contributes
regularly to the Progress and is
the Books & Writers Editor. He
may
be
reached
at
daltman@pickensprogress.com.]
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