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Ex-offenders often are released from prison with no job, housing, 
driver's license or other supports to prevent a repeat of behavior that 
put them behind bars.  
 
On April 18, amendments to New Jersey's expungement law will ease 
re-entry into the workforce and society for some of them.  
 
At Volunteer Lawyers for Justice (VLJ), which has provided a range of 
free legal services to the economically disadvantaged for 15 years, we 
see this as a crucial step. 
 
A clean record is one of the cornerstones of transition back into the 
community. It also reduces reliance on state benefits and helps make 
the revolving door between prison and society turn less frequently. 
 
VLJ's Reentry Legal Services (ReLeSe) program provides a critical link 
to make re-entry possible. Since 2007, we have helped 1,869 Essex 
County ex-offenders with expungement, driver's license restoration and 
child-support modification. These are the root issues that derail re-entry. 
 
The new expungement law amends N.J.S.A. 2C:52-2. At present, a 
nonviolent ex-offender may seek expungement of an indictable crime, 
though not one or two accompanying disorderly persons offenses. That 
still leaves the individual with a record. One amendment that takes 
effect in April permits the disorderly persons expungement.  
 
Another key amendment, to N.J.S.A. 2C:52-3, reduces from five to 



three years the waiting period between the disorderly persons sentence 
completion and the expungement application, provided the individual 
shows it is in the public interest. This can be done, for example, by 
completing educational, job-training or substance-abuse programs. 
 
The amendments will facilitate the path for ex-offenders who are 
committed to turning around their lives but need to surmount huge 
hurdles—especially those posed by potential employers' background 
checks. 
 
An arrest can show up, even if a charge was dismissed or the individual 
was found not guilty. Adjudication as a juvenile also can be uncovered 
on an adult's background check. Initial charges can look egregious even 
if the conviction was not. And if an employer is not sophisticated in 
distinguishing these nuances during the background check, 
those charges can wipe out an opportunity for re-entry. 
 
The amendments allow for the automatic expungement of arrests that 
do not result in conviction. And an applicant will be able to say truthfully 
he or she has not been charged with a crime, if it has been expunged. 
 
Expungement has spillover effects as well. Removal of barriers to re-
entry lifts spirits, motivating ex-offenders to work on their résumés, sign 
up for job interviews and take other steps to move out of their isolation. 
 
The ensuing employment also often allows ReLeSe clients to live 
independently, another step in the re-entry process. 
 
And their employment benefits their families, too. More than three-
quarters of ReLeSe clients are parents, and more than a quarter have 
minor children living with them.  
 
Every time we expand expungement, we get more people to rejoin the 
community.  
 
ReLeSe's two other components—driver's license restoration and child-
support modification—are also designed to create stability. 
 
VLJ volunteers work on consolidating driver's license matters so, if 
possible, only one court appearance is required. Typical matters that 
lead to license suspension include municipal court fines, warrants and 



Motor Vehicle Commission surcharges. Volunteers negotiate license 
restoration and payment plans, seek dismissals and provide other 
legal guidance. 
 
And volunteers in our Child Support Program handle cases in which 
modification is sought, another issue ex-offenders can face. 
 
VLJ's volunteers come from all quarters of the legal profession. Some 
work for corporations or large or medium-sized firms; others are solo 
practitioners. Experience in the practice area at issue is not 
necessary. VLJ provides training, malpractice insurance and access to 
mentors. 
 
Volunteer opportunities extend from limited-scope legal clinics lasting a 
few hours to full representation. We understand the intense demands 
on attorneys' time and have designed our programs to meet our 
volunteers' interests and time constraints. 
 
Their efforts have certainly paid off. 
 
A National Development and Research Institute Inc. study of ReLeSe 
concluded in 2014 that its clients were less likely to return to crime or 
rely on public assistance, and were more gainfully employed, than were 
other ex-offenders. 
 
ReLeSe makes sense from a financial standpoint as well. It costs about 
$500 to provide legal services to a ReLeSe client, compared with tens 
of thousands of dollars to house a prisoner annually. 
 
But the ReLeSe clients themselves provide the most telling point of all: 
99 percent remain conviction-free 16 months after completing the 
program. 
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