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According to Alaska Department of Corrections (DOC), on any given day 44% of their 
incarcerated population are living with a diagnosed mental illness and 80% are living with a 
substance use disorder.  
 
The Alaska Mental Health Trust Authority (Trust), an agency established by Congress to serve 
Alaskans experiencing mental illness or developmental disabilities (Trust Beneficiaries), funds 
several housing programs through Alaska Housing Finance Corporation (AHFC), including 
$100,000 for the Discharge Incentive Grant (DIG). Department of Health (DOH) makes up the 
rest with $94,865. DIG provides immediate housing support for Beneficiaries exiting DOC 
facilities in Anchorage but not the rest of the state.  
 

“Prior to statehood in 1959, there were few mental health services available in the territory of 
Alaska for individuals who experienced mental illness or developmental disabilities. At the time, 

mental illness was considered a crime.” 
– Alaska Mental Health Trust Authority 

 
Our Most Vulnerable People are Behind Bars 

Alaska is the largest state by a significant margin but has one of the smallest populations. Many 
of its communities are not on a road system. That geographic isolation, especially in the severe 
winters, leads to an acute lack of resources for some of the most vulnerable Alaskans; Trust 
Beneficiaries.  
 
When Beneficiaries are in crisis, as is true in much of the U.S., law enforcement is often the first, 
if not only, to respond. In the life-threatening cold, jail may be the safest place in the moment, but 
is an expensive and unproductive outcome for all involved. The frigid winters might partially 
explain Alaska’s high recidivism rate (reincarceration after release), often ranked near the top in 
the nation. Better to be warm in prison than dead on the street from the cold.  
 
Among Beneficiaries, who face significantly longer lengths of incarceration, the recidivism rate is 
even higher. Without intervention, specifically housing, the most at-risk people will continue the 
cycle of incarceration, release, instability, and recidivism.  
 

Addressing an Important State Housing Need 
Recognizing this cycle and the lack of resources in other parts of the state, DOC approached AHFC 
in late 2023 with $250,000 in reentry funds to address housing in six disparate communities. With 
a very tight turnaround (under six months to spend funds), AHFC identified reentry coalition 
partners in each community, completed the grant award process, created a new client intake and 
tracking system, and successfully launched the pilot of the new Reentry Housing Program.  
 
Alaskans exiting DOC should be a positive, but for those who are departing one of the only places 
they have received the behavioral health services they need, release is frequently temporary. With 
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this in mind, AHFC didn’t just give money to agencies and walk away, we partnered with them. 
The reentry coalitions told us what they needed, their capacity, and how AHFC could best support 
them. AHFC developed and deployed a custom intake system that allowed agencies to enter their 
clients, track budgets and expenses, and always see how many more people they could help with 
remaining funds. This also gave AHFC the ability to report to DOC the number of Beneficiaries 
served, where they were served, and what services were utilized in real time.  
 
Seeing the data-supported impact of the program inspired DOC to continue funding the Reentry 
Housing program year over year at $250,000. In addition, the Trust doubled their investment in 
DIG to $200,000 and the State of Alaska provided a further $200,000. Including DOH, funding 
for reentry housing services went from $194,865 in 2023 to $744,865 in 2025. 
 
“I saw the inmates set this whole thing up for all the reentry community partners. They set up all 

the tables, chairs, and stereo system. You could see in their faces that they were excited to be 
given this opportunity. Everyone sat patiently and attentively listening. You could tell that this 

day was extremely important to them.” 
– Brenda Vu, Grant Administrator for the Reentry Program 

 
Innovative: More Than Just Statistics 

While it is crucial to track the outcomes of interventions, it is also important not to overlook the 
individuals involved. The services these programs provide are not just numbers in a spreadsheet; 
each is a life, often at a precarious crossroads. AHFC’s program lead and grant administrator, who 
manage the Reentry and DIG program, attend resource fairs held at various correctional facilities.  
 
These events are set up similar to a job fair. The purpose is to bring together community partners 
and inmates prior to release to discuss their needs, the resources available, and how to access them. 
The benefits go both ways as this provides valuable feedback for the providers on barriers, such 
as online-only applications or phone systems that auto-reject correction facility calls. This step is 
also essential in building trust with the population, especially Beneficiaries, and getting a full 
understanding their specific needs as they near release.  
 
As our program lead Jennifer Smerud put it, “Providing this connection to the outside world is 
important to the individuals who were homeless or isolated at the time of sentencing; they weren’t 
doing ok on the outside, and without these connections they would be set up to fail before having 
a chance to start.”  
 
AHFC’s senior staff toured the Palmer Correctional Center in 2024 and discussed further 
partnerships with DOC for housing interventions. This tour included the minimum-security side 
of the prison, the various workshops and classrooms, but also went behind the fencing and 
barricades of the medium-security facilities.  
Seeing behind the bars underscored what it means to house Trust Beneficiaries with non-Trust 
incarcerated individuals. People with developmental disabilities room with and spend significant 
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time around active gang members, drug dealers, or worse.  
 
A 2014 study of Trust Beneficiaries incarcerated in Alaska1, found that Trust Beneficiaries 
constituted 65 percent of the over 60,000 individuals incarcerated at the time. These were 
individuals who entered, exited, or resided in an Alaska DOC facility between 2008 and 2012. 
Trust Beneficiaries were discovered to be significantly more likely to be convicted of a felony, 
and had a longer median stay than other offenders; nearly twice as long in felony cases. While this 
study is dated now and steps have been taken toward a solution, the fact remains that Alaska’s 
prison system is acting as the largest provider of mental health services in the state. In order to 
address this systemic failure, the DIG and Reentry Housing program act as a bridge between DOC 
mental health services, and stable housing, services, and providers on the outside. 
 

Program Impact 
The Discharge Incentive Grant (DIG) has been quietly addressing the needs of Trust Beneficiaries 
exiting corrections for years and has averaged a little over 100 clients served per year over the last 
five. The DIG recidivism rate hovers around 30% compared against 65% for DOC’s overall rate 
of reincarceration.  
 
The Reentry Program, while only in its third year, has already had an outsized effect on addressing 
the plight of Beneficiaries exiting corrections. Over its first two years, 165 households consisting 
of 261 individuals, 30 of which were children, have been assisted across ten communities.  
 
Housing interventions work. An analysis AHFC did in 2012 found that the recidivism rate flipped 
from two-thirds being reincarcerated, to only a third when reentry services were accessed. Utilizing 
technology to bridge the capacity gap for our more isolated partners, we are able to get these 
services into the communities that have needed them for a long time.  
 
Alaska is vast, and our communities are divided by more than just distance. The climates are 
different, the access to basic resources vary wildly, and what works for urban hubs is doubtful to 
work for rural Alaska. Allowing partners input in how to develop these programs, not only to meet 
the needs of the Beneficiaries, but to do so in a way the aligns with their communities’ resources 
and capacity has been highly effective. Directly engaging with partners and Beneficiaries has 
created an environment that not only fosters success, but does so efficiently and at a lower cost. 
Our partners tell us what they can reasonably spend, their capacity, and how AHFC can best 
support them. Then we do it.  
 
Reducing recidivism starts with stable housing and preventing reincarceration benefits all 
Alaskans. It reduces costs to tax payers, improves the lives of those who experienced incarceration, 
and returns citizens to their families and community. It doesn’t punish Trust Beneficiaries for 
needing just a little more help.  

 
1 Hornby, H., Rubin, M., & Zeller, D. (2014). (rep.). TRUST BENEFICIARIES IN ALASKA’S DEPARTMENT OF 
CORRECTIONS (pp. 1–200). South Portland, ME: Hornby Zeller Associates, Inc. 
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From 2021-2025 Individuals who met the 
following criteria were enrolled in Discharge 
Incentive Grant: 

1. Discharging from Anchorage 
Correctional Complex; 

2. Homeless at the time of exit; 
3. Diagnosed with one or more brain 

disorders; and 
4. Lacking community connections or 

resources to self-resolve their housing. 

These individuals were significantly more 
likely to stay housed and out of corrections 
than the general population of offenders. 

A simple dashboard snapshot sent to Department of Corrections from the FY24 Reentry Pilot Program 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Alaska Housing Finance Corporation sends staff to Department of Corrections (DOC) facilities to discuss 
potential housing solutions or attend resource fairs to connect directly with Trust Beneficiaries. Three 

commissioners were included in the below tour. 



 

Thank you letters sent to one of the Reentry Program partners from clients they assisted. 

Letters thanking Governor 
Dunleavy directly, sent to 

our Reentry partner 




