
The First 72 Hours: Where Re-entry 
Succeeds or Fails 

 

We often talk about "re-entry" as a long-term process, a gradual 
reintegration into society over months or years. But in my line of 
work, the most critical period is the first 72 hours after release. This is 
the "cliff" that many former inmates fall off. When the gate closes 
behind them, the clock starts ticking on a logistical obstacle course 
that would overwhelm even the most organised citizen. A compelling 
book about prison reform will often highlight this specific window 
of time because it is the moment where the system's neglect is most 
visible and most dangerous. 

For a person leaving a federal camp, the immediate needs are 
survival-based: food, shelter, and transportation. However, the 
administrative hurdles required to secure these basics are immense. 
Without a valid ID, a smartphone, or access to banking, a newly 
released citizen is effectively a ghost in the modern machine. The joy 
of freedom is almost immediately replaced by the panic of navigating a 
world that requires credentials they no longer possess. 

The Identity Crisis: Getting an ID 

You cannot do anything in modern society without a government-
issued photo ID. You can't rent an apartment, open a bank account, 
get a legitimate job, or even check into some hotels. Yet, many inmates 
leave prison with nothing but a cardboard temporary ID or a prison 
release form, neither of which are accepted by the DMV or banks as 
primary identification. 

The catch-22 is infuriating. To get a state ID, you often need a birth 
certificate and a Social Security card. If those documents were lost 
during years of incarceration, replacing them requires an ID. I have 
spent countless hours with clients standing in line at government 
offices, watching them get rejected because they don't have the right 
paper trail. This bureaucratic limbo can last for weeks, leaving the 
person unable to legally function during their most vulnerable 
transition period. 

The Transportation and Housing Gap 

Unless a family member is waiting in the parking lot, simply leaving 
the prison area can be a challenge. Federal prisons are often located in 
rural areas with limited public transport. The prison might provide a 
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bus ticket, but that only gets you to a Greyhound station. From there, 
the person has to navigate to a halfway house or a shelter, often in a 
city that has changed drastically since they were locked up. 

Housing is the next immediate crisis. Halfway houses are often full or 
have strict intake hours. If a release is delayed and the person arrives 
after curfew, they might be turned away. I have seen men released 
with $50 in their pocket, forced to sleep on the street on their first 
night of "freedom" because the logistics of their housing fell through. 
This immediate exposure to homelessness significantly increases the 
risk of recidivism or relapse. 

The Technology Shock 

Imagine going to sleep in 2010 and waking up in 2026. The 
technology gap is not just an inconvenience; it is a wall. We live in an 
app-based economy. To call a cab, you need Uber. To look up a bus 
schedule, you need Google Maps. To apply for a job, you need an 
email address and the ability to upload a PDF. 

For a releasee who has never used a smartphone, this is terrifying. 
Simple tasks become insurmountable mountains. I’ve watched grown 
men weep because they couldn't figure out how to buy a subway ticket 
from a touchscreen kiosk. Without immediate digital literacy support 
in those first few days, the world feels hostile and impossible to 
navigate, driving people back toward the familiarity of criminal 
contacts who are all too willing to "help." 

The Medication Cliff 

Many inmates are released with a limited supply of prescription 
medication—sometimes only enough for a week or two. If they are 
managing chronic conditions like diabetes, hypertension, or mental 
health issues, this ticking clock is life-threatening. Securing a doctor's 
appointment and a new prescription within that short window is 
difficult even for someone with insurance. 

For a releasee with no insurance and no money, it is a crisis. The gap 
in medication adherence can lead to physical or mental health 
episodes that result in emergency room visits or police contact. 
Ensuring a seamless handoff of medical care, with appointments 
booked before release, should be a mandatory standard of the Bureau 
of Prisons, but sadly, it is the exception. 

Conclusion 

The first 72 hours are a test that the system sets up for people to fail. 
By failing to provide the basic tools of citizenship—ID, housing, 



technology, and healthcare—upon release, we are sabotaging re-entry 
before it even begins. 

Call to Action 

To read a detailed account of the journey from the cell block to the 
street and the challenges in between, visit: 

Visit: https://hassannemazee.com/ 
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