Five-county team keeps tabs on sex offenders 
Lie detector tests among new elements of official oversight
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 Gazette Reporter
 
More registered sex offenders on probation and parole in the Capital Region will be subject to lie detector tests in the coming weeks, one of many objectives of a five-county coalition working to improve supervision of sex offenders in local communities.  
The Capital District Coalition for Sex Offender Management brings together county probation officers, victims' advocates, prosecutors, treatment providers and others for monthly meetings. Participants come from Albany, Schenectady, Saratoga, Rensselaer and Columbia counties.  The group's proactive, long-term approach contrasts with some
of the more reactive, spur-of-the-moment responses by county and state legislators, who have proposed a plethora of new laws in the wake of high profile child rapes and murders around the country.
 

One example is the push to track sex offenders with GPS devices, an expensive proposition that some of those who treat and supervise sex offenders say may not offer the greatest benefit for dollars spent.  "We got started three or four years ago, before these unfortunate murders in Florida and Michael Jackson's child sex abuse trial, and it became the in-vogue thing to do," said forensic psychologist Richard Hamill, an Albany-based sex offender treatment provider who led the effort to form the multidisciplinary, interagency group.  The coalition has organized several trainings in the past two years, including one in which state police computer experts taught probation and parole officers how to use Penguin Sleuth Kit software to check offenders' home computers for illicit materials. About 20 people participated in the training.  "It's brand-new to us in our field _ probation and parole _ and it's going to be an essential tool," said Bill Connors, principal probation officer for the Albany County Probation Department, of the regular use of software to monitor sex offenders' computers.  Connors, a 23-year veteran of the probation department, worked with state police to plan the software training. He is chairman of the supervision and treatment committee of the Capital
District Coalition for Sex Offender Management, or CDCSOM.


 COLLABORATION


The coalition, which grew out of some focus groups organized in 1999, exists to promote regional collaboration.  "It's certainly educated me as to how other people work and given me a better connection to people in the system," said Lisa Smith, director of the Sexual Assault and Crime Victims Program for Rensselaer County. "If I need information from parole and probation, I now know them and understand their role
better. I know what to do."

Some of the money from a $250,000 federal grant the group received in 2003 was used to purchase a polygraph machine and to hire someone to conduct lie detector tests, which experts say are an effective tool for getting at the truth about offenders' past and present conduct. Hamill applied for the grant.  "We took some of the money to hire a polygraph examiner," he said. "We paid for him to go through an advanced training
course in Texas, a post-conviction sex offender polygraph course." Tom Salmon, a retired state trooper who worked in the Bureau of Criminal Investigation and a licensed polygraph examiner, has been hired to work part time for the coalition. Salmon and the polygraph machine will be housed at Hamill's office, which is where CDCSOM is based. Noel Thomas, who has a master's degree in forensic psychology, is a paid coordinator
for the  group.  "I set up all the meetings and e-mail reminders about the core group meeting once a month in Troy," said Thomas, who noted that participants particularly value discussions of emergent cases. "They want to talk about it and get a different  perspective . . . We're in constant communication."


Saratoga County District Attorney James Murphy, who says he sends at least two members of his staff to the coalition's monthly meetings, was glad to hear last week that the polygraph, or lie detector, tests will be available in July. "I have plenty of sex offenders who are on probation who I would like to have polygraphed to make sure they're not re-offending," said Murphy, who was critical of what he described as CDCSOM's slow progress toward meeting this objective. "That's a huge step."


HEFTY FEES
Previously, a polygraph examiner would bring his machine up from Manhattan to Hamill's office a couple of days each month.  The cost per test for offenders was about $350, a fee borne by the offenders.  Now offenders will pay a sliding fee _ based on their ability to pay _ of $100 to $350.  That's important, experts say, because the tests are expensive for many offenders, who don't always have stable incomes because they lose jobs when their status as registered sex offenders becomes publicly known.  Treatment providers and probation officers say offenders should pay some part of the cost of the tests so they have a more vested interest in the outcome.  Polygraph tests, which don't hold up in court, are not used to charge an offender with a violation of his probation or parole, no matter how badly he or she may flunk. The tests are merely a tool for teasing out more information about offenders' behaviors, with many actually confessing during the exam process.  "Generally, nine times out of 10, they'll admit it as soon as they take the polygraph," Connors said of those with something to hide.  A famous recent example of a sex offender confessing after a lie-detector test was the Florida case of John Evander Couey, who admitted abducting, raping and killing Jessica Lunsford, a 9-year-old girl, this past March.  Examiners can sometimes gain information about abuse victims
 in the offender's more distant past.  "Dr. Hamill has asked a couple of people to take `history of sexual offending' polygraphs because he may think that in treatment they are not being honest," said Kathy Murtagh, the only Schenectady County probation officer dedicated solely to supervising sexual offenders. "A couple of people have taken those and the results were eye-opening. They had more victims than they had reported."
HEAVY CASE LOAD
Murtagh has been Schenectady County's sole probation officer handling sex offenders since 2002.  "I'm it for the whole county. Thankfully, the [county] legislature passed a resolution to also have a second officer position," said Murtagh, who has 59 active supervision cases.  "We are extremely grateful for them doing that," she said.
"That will make my job a little bit easier and give me flexibility to be out in the field. I will be able to do more home visits." The most closely supervised sex offenders receive at least two home visits a month and two weekly face-to-face contacts. Those deemed least dangerous may see a probation officer face-to-face just once each month.   Murtagh visits public places where children congregate _ such as pools, parks and playgrounds _ to make sure none of the sex offenders on probation who've previously targeted children are
there.  "I check out the Schenectady library, and I've found some of my guys there looking at children," said Murtagh, who has given photos of some of the sex offenders she supervises to a sheriff's deputy who does surveillance at the library.  "I have people who were convicted of sex offenses who are totally appropriate in the library. They didn't victimize a child," Murtagh said, explaining that not all offenders are child molesters who need to be banned from places where children congregate. "The person I found sitting in the library staring at children in the children's section had targeted 3- and
4-year-old kids."  Murtagh noted later that all, or virtually all, of the sex offenders currently under her supervision victimized people they knew in some way, a friend of the family or friend of a friend. Most targeted children 11 to 14 years old, though some
targeted younger children and adults.  During home visits, Murtagh searches shelves, drawers, books and videotapes for pornographic materials and other materials that
offenders on probation are not permitted to possess.  Only one of all of the sex offenders on probation who Murtagh supervises is a Level III sex offender, those deemed by the
state to be most dangerous and at risk of re-offending.  "He's being totally appropriate from everything I can see," she said of the man, who is required to be in treatment.
That offender is being monitored and receiving treatment, but there are dozens of high-risk sex offenders living in the county who are under no supervision and not in treatment.


PUBLIC INFORMATION
The state's sex offender registry allows the public to get information on where the highest-risk offenders live, what they look like and what crimes they've committed.
Murtagh attends sex offender therapy treatment group sessions as part of her monitoring efforts. "I can see if they're really working on their issues or telling things that aren't true. I think it's beneficial," she said. Murtagh and others said their involvement in CDCSOM has expedited communication and reduced the amount of time offenders are unsupervised when the move from one county to another in the region.  In the past, there may have been several weeks or longer that an offender moving to a new location was unmonitored.  "I have worked so much better with Rensselaer and Albany counties," Murtagh said. "Our communication is so much better.  They may call and say, `So-and-so is moving into the county, can you verify if the residence is appropriate?"

Dan Michaud, who is Columbia County's mental health forensic services coordinator, says the coalition has allowed him to tap resources that don't exist in the mostly rural county.  "The counties and the agencies with most progressive techniques have shared their information," said Michaud, a social worker who is certified to treat sex offenders. "It has raised the standard across the board _ treatment, supervision and networking."
Michaud said one of the major issues his county is facing now is finding appropriate housing for sex offenders.  "Our probation officer says this is her biggest problem. She
cannot find appropriate places for sex offenders to live," he said. "It's not just living away from schools. It's [finding] affordable housing. These people often don't have a car. They
don't have transportation. They're forced to live in a place they can work."  Hamill said that because keeping sex offenders employed is also a big issue, CDCSOM will be focusing on vocational training and job placement services. Without jobs, sex offenders can't afford treatment and their whole lives are less stable.  "There are many jobs in which sex offenders can work. Not all sex offenders are child molesters," Hamill said. "Not all sex offenders are rapists. Included in this group are the 18-year-olds who have sex with 16-year-old girlfriends."  Still, sex offenders are often lumped together and perceived by the public as equally dangerous. One local sex offender lost his late-night warehouse job when his past became known, Hamill said, evidence of the difficulty of reintegrating sex offenders into society.


CDCSOM also has more training sessions on its agenda. In September, the group will host a two-day training on children who act out sexually at Hudson Valley Community
College in Troy.  "We're anticipating about 450 people," Hamill said.


For more information on the Capital District Coalition for Sex Offender Management, visit www.cdcsom.com.
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