Rhode Island Recovery Options Act

Rhode Islanders Deserve Inclusive and Accessible Recovery Options 

Rhode Island has world-class treatment programs for individuals with substance use disorders. Despite this, for many individuals required to receive treatment through the criminal legal system there is no option to receive the treatment they need. Too often, individuals are required by the state to participate in religious programs that conflict with their beliefs and can hinder successful treatment. Providing them with effective, evidence-based substance use disorder treatment is vital to recovery. The Rhode Island Recovery Options Act would help ensure that these individuals can receive the appropriate treatment they need for substance use disorders. No one should ever be forced by the government to take part in religious programming they don’t believe in, and their recovery and freedom should never depend on it. 

The Rhode Island Recovery Options Act will: 

• Prevent courts and state agencies from requiring anyone to participate in or attend religious elements of substance use disorder treatment programs to which they object. 

• Ensure that individuals who object to mandatory religious substance use disorder treatment programs are able to access appropriate alternative programs.  

• Encourage state agencies to recognize a diverse range of substance use disorder treatment 

programs to meet the needs of all Rhode Islanders, regardless of their beliefs.  

• Modify training requirements so that substance use treatment professionals are informed about secular treatment approaches and able to better serve all Rhode Islanders. 

Relevant Stats 

• Drug overdose deaths more than doubled in Rhode Island between 2011 and 2021 (Drake, P. & Panchal, N., 2023).  

• An estimated 70-90% of the incarcerated population in Rhode Island has a significant history of substance use disorders (Rhode Island Dept. of Corrections, 2024). 

• 85% of newly admitted people in prison are referred to chemical dependency treatment (National Institute of Justice, 2024). 

• Many 12-step groups shun the use of medication-assisted treatment (MAT) for alcohol and opioid use disorders (Duwe, G. & King, M., 2013).  

• Approximately 28% of Rhode Islanders are religiously unaffiliated and 3% are religious minorities (PRRI, 2022).  

Recovery Options Will Protect Civil Rights and Reduce Liability 

The Rhode Island Recovery Options Act would help prevent costly lawsuits brought against the state by people defending their constitutional rights. Courts have repeatedly upheld defendants’ rights to avoid being coerced to participate in religious substance use disorder treatment programs that conflict with their beliefs. For example, a man in West Virginia recently won a preliminary injunction to prevent the state from forcing him to participate in deeply religious twelve-step programming to qualify for parole (Miller v. Marshall, 2023). Sadly, these practices continue to happen even in states like Rhode Island. 

Improve Treatment Outcomes by Raising Awareness of Recovery Options 

Individuals forced by the criminal legal system to participate in religious programming they object to often are not aware of their rights or lack the ability to exercise them. They and their attorney may not know there are secular treatment options, such as SMART Recovery, LifeRing Secular Recovery, and Secular Organizations for Sobriety. That is why the Rhode Island Recovery Options Act is needed to both raise awareness of individual rights and ensure that if a person objects to the religious content of a mandated program, an appropriate alternative must be provided. 

For more information about the Rhode Island Recovery Options Act, please contact Alison Gill, Vice President for Legal & Policy, American Atheists, at agill@atheists.org. 

