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FROM THE CENTER DIRECTOR
In 1983, when the National Prison QOvercrowding Project
hired me to help states alleviate institutional crowding that
was beginning to draw tawsuits from civil liberties organi-
zations, the nation's prison population stood at 424,000,
By 2008, 25 years |ater, mare than 1.5 million people were
in U.S. prisons. It was a precipitous rise, despite our best
afferts, and one accompanied by a 474 percent increase in
state corrections spending.

i

During this past quarier-century of prison expansion and
longer sentences—what some have called the biggest so-
cial experiment in the nation’s history—researchers and
practitioners were quietly going about their own inquiries

and experiments. They were discovering how corrections
can be part of creating greater community safety and few- .

er victims, Now poffcy makers are paylng attentlon

As thls report makes clear many state governments are

acting on those discoveries. After all, why spend taxpayer
money-—urgently needed for education, health care, and

infrastructure—on long prison terms when shorter terms

are actually more effective? Why build new prison cells for

substance users when drug courts and treatment are better.

for the offenders, their families, and their communitias?. .

The overall state prison population, property crime rates,

and violent crime rates are down. The combined corrections
appropriations of 44 states Vera surveyed are also down for -

the 2011 fiscal year. For those of us who have worked in the
sentencing and corrections field for many years, the num-

bers are astonishing.

From my current position at the Vera institute’s Center on
Sentencing and Corrections, | see lots of evidence that pol-
iy makers are finally demanding, measuring, and, in some
cases, rewarding better safety outcomes from corrections.
This report seeks to share that evidence.

How far we have came since 1983

(g™

Peggy McGarry
Director, Center on Sentencing and Corrections

Executlve Summary

in the 19805, the number of people sent 10 prsson . i
“or supemsed on prcbatton and paroie in’ the Un;t-__.-:_'
. "ed States began growing substantlafiy Not St

'- prismgly, the overaﬁ cost of corrections |ncreased
L as wel! But an unexpected about face durmg the

ing over th@ long t@rm

A core esson underlymg ‘all of thls actuvr:y is that-
officials are récognizing—in large part due to 30_
years of trial’ and error, backed up by da’cawthat

Citis ‘possible to reduce corrections spendlng whllef’
: afso enhancmg pubhc safety ‘
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Introduction

During the past several decades, the United States has experienced an un-
precedented expansion in the number of people sent to prison, the number of
people supervised on probation and parole, and the overall cost of conrections.
From 1985 to 2010, the aggregate state prison population increased by 204 per-
cent, the number of people on state-supervised parole and probation rose by
158 percent and 122 percent, respectively, and states’ corrections spending went
up by 674 percent (see Figure 1)

But a spate of developments in recent years prompts the question of wheth-
er, after decades of growth, the years of expansion in corrections have ended.
Given states’ responses to the worst economy in decades and their reconsider-
ation of basic criminal justice policies, the corrections bubble may have burst.

For example, the overall state prison population declined during 2009 for
the first titme in nearly 40 years.* The combined corrections appropriations of
44 states for the 201 fiscal year are lower—a change in course for corrections
spending, which has experienced
annual growth since 1985, At the
same time, crime rates, which have
an impact on public safety and cor-
rections, have continued to drop.

-':':_'$6'9'Bi';1 . _ o From 2000 to 2009 the country’s
e e S52 g'bii']'ik;rizf'."_ violent crime rate fell by 39 percent.
L 350 biltici g Violent and property crime rates
DR in 2009 were at their lowest levels
since 19733

o 'S;ngi_oﬁ SRR Drug use is still a serious concern,
RERITERRS B but the focus of both policy makers
and judges has been shifting from

punitive sentencing to sanctions

J gzobillion
A that demonstrate a more nuanced

understanding of addiction and

a greater emphasis on treatment.
Since the first drug court opened

in 1989, more than 3,000 problem-
solving courts have opened through-
out the United States, revealing

judges' interest in taking a different

i
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and task forces to develop solutions
that reduce high recidivism rates and
offer taxpayers more cost-effective
sentencing options and criminat
justice systems.

There can be little question that
the fiscal crisis, which began in De-
cember 2007 and is projected to con-
tinue at least until fiscal year 2012,
has served as a catalyst for lawmak-
ers to reconsider who is punished
and how. In what may be a new
era of serttencing and corrections
policy, many states have made cuts
to corrections appropriations, long

" seen as untouchable because of the
perceived impact on public safety.

But more than fiscal pressure may
be at work, Dissatisfaction with the
outcomes of earlier policies and in-
vegtments—especially the high rates
of return to prison among those re-
leased—has also driven state policy
makers' willingness to effect change.
Increasingly, officials have turned to
the results of research, analysis, and
evaluation for guidance about mak-
ing more effective use of the funds
they do have. Congressional passage
of the Second Chance Act, which
incorporates many of those findings,

responds to state pleas for assistance
with prisoners returning home. A
federal court ordered Californiato
reduce its prison crowding—much of it the result of the state’s high rate of
parole revocations. These are but two examples prompting state policy makers
to enact and implement changes that go well beyond cost-saving measures. So
many states have adopted new strategies during the past decade that reforms
in sentencing and corrections seem almost commonplace.s State policy makers
appear less inclined to be reflexively “tough on crime.” Indeed, it is becoming
more typical—if not expected—that policies are driven by the growing body of
evidence about effective responses: a “smart on crime” approach.




Research-based responses that keep offenders in the community—whether
through dfug and other problem-solving courts or intermediate, targeted
sanctions for parole violators—have been shown to maintain or enthance pub-
lic safety at less expense.’ People support these ideas: recent research shows
that voters believe the size and cost of prison systems can be reduced while
keeping communities safe’

To help legislators and other policy makers, the Vera Institute of Justice set
out to better understand both the range of state responses to the ecenomic en-
vironment and how states are reexamining some basic criminal justice policy
approaches. Accordingly, Vera conducted a survey of state corrections depart-
ments, reguesting a breakdown of their appropriations for the 201 fiscal year
and the cost-saving measures they planned to implement. Vera also conducted

~ascan of legislative action from 2009 and 2010. The survey results from 44
states and the legislative scan of all 5o states show that many jurisdictions are
both cutting costs and taking a new look at their criminal justice systems.

States are: '

> cutting costs through operational efficiencies such as reducing per-
sonnel costs and downsizing programs;

> collaborating with one another to make purchases on a larger scale;
> using new technologies to reduce energy costs;
> closing entire facilities or housing units;

> decreasing the number of pecple who enter the system and reducing
the time they remain behind bars; and

> striving to reduce the number of people who return to prison by using
evidence-based policies and prograras to lower recidivism and im-
prove outcomes.

The first half of this report describes the economic environment and the im-
mediate actions that states have taken to reduce corrections costs. The second
half looks closely at recent legislative reforms in sentencing and corrections
that can result in savings over the long term. States are finding that they can
reduce their budgets while irnproving their corrections system by expand-
ing mandatory supervision and treatment programs, creating laws that give
courts more flexibility in sentencing placement, and developing policies that

give offenders incentives to complete programming.




The Fiscal Environment: A State of Crisis

After nearly three years of recession, states are facing the toughest economic
landscape since the Great Depression. An increased demand for public ser-
vices and a decline in state revenues mean that budgets must be stretched
dramatically. Fiscal year zo1o was particularly challenging for state finances,
with aggregate budget gaps totaling a record $192 billion or 29 percent of total
state budgets.?

Unfortunately, the outlook for fiscal year zon has not improved significantly.
In the zo11 budget cycle, states face shortfalls totaling $121 billion or 19 per-
cent of total state budgets.? States typically address their budget gaps in three
ways: by increasing taxes, tapping “rainy day” funds, or making budget cuts.
The Ametican Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), passed by Congress in
February 2009, gave states a fourth option by providing them $135 billion in
emergency stimulus funds. The Act allocated two-thirds of that amount to
nondiscretionary areas (such as Medicaid) and approximately one-third to
a State Fiscal Stabilization Fund, intended to help states minimize cutbacks
and layoffs. Although ARRA earmarked 81.8 percent of each state’s allocation
for education, the remaining 18.2 pexcent was reserved for other government
services, notably public safety

THE COST OF CORRECTIONS

State corrections systems expend a significant portion of public resources and
constitute the fourth-largest category of states’ collective spending, following
education, Medicaid, and transportation. As noted, states’ corrections spend-
ing has increased by 674 percent since 1985, the second-fastest-growing state
expenditure after Medicaid.™ In fiscal year 2008, states spent $52 billion on
corrections, accounting for 3.5 percent of total state spending {see Figure 2). A
considerable number and array of discretionary programs compete for state
general funds, 7 percent of which went to corrections that year, States pro-
jected that the percentage in fiscal year 2009 would climb to 7.2 percent” {The
most recent figures available on actual spending of this fype are from fiscal
year 2009.) The vast majority of funds that go to state corrections systems-—g
out of 10 dollars—are aliocated to prisons.” (For a description of related fund-
ing terms, see "Anatormy of a Corrections Budget,” page 5.)

OVERALL APPROPRIATIONS FOR CORRECTIONS

In fiscal year 2011, total corrections appropriations for the 44 states that
respended to the Vera survey, including federal aid and state general funds,
declined by 1.05 percent—a reduction of more than $360 raitlion from the
previous fiscal year (see Figure 3}. Despite this overall decrease, a significant

number of these states—ig—increased their corrections budgets (see Table 1).
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But nearly half of the states that reported increases saw
only marginal increases; seven states’ corrections budgets
grew by less than 1 percent. Some of these states appear
to be holding steady after having made steep reductions
the previous year. In Arizona, for example, the budget for
its Department of Corrections increased by ©.8 percent for
fiscal year 2011, but that followed a decrease of 8.6 percent
in appropriations for fiscal year 2010, Indeed, Arizona’s
2012 corrections budget is more than $83 million less than
its initial fiscal year 2009 appropriations.

Although overall corrections appropriations in fiscal
year 2011 decreased or remained steady for most states,
the 44 states that participated in this survey received a
0.76 percent increase in their general fund allocations
for corrections, amounting to an increase of nearly $232
million. This increase is explained in part because some
states used stimulus funds in the past for certain recur-
ring costs. Altogether, 33 of the 44 states that participated
in this survey spent more than $1.35 billion of federal
stimulus money on corrections in fiscal year 2010.In
fiscal year 2011, however, only 22 states surveyed plan
to use ARRA funds in their corrections budgets, and the
total amount they expect to spend on corrections has
decreased to approximately $733 million {see Table1),a
reduction of approximately $614 mitlion. In both fiscal
years, many states funded corrections by using ARRA
funds instead of general funds, preventing further cuts
fo programs, staffing, and general operations. Some
states relied heavily on these funds. Almost 30 percent of
Alabama’s corrections budget was supplanted by ARRA
funds in fiscal year 2010, for example. Howevey, using
tempozary funds for recurring costs (such as staffing and
operating costs) means that a state will face stark choices
in the years ahead; it will need to increase its use of gen-
eral funds in later years, find funding for future budget
cycles through other sources, or make cuts later if funding
is unavailable.

Because the stiraulus is scheduled to be depleted by the
end of fiscal year 2011, states have increased their use of

general funds to replace the temporary assistance that
ARRA funds provided.s Instead of using stimulus funds to
cover recurring costs, some states have alloeated onetime




Table 1: Corrections Appropriations (in Millions) for Fiscal Year 2010 and Fiscal Year 2011
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State Responses:

or start-up funding for projects and programs that are expected to contribute
to cost savings in the future. The Connecticut Department of Correction, for
example, used stimulius funds to collaborate with the Board of Pardons and
Paroles and the Judicial Branch to institute and expand the use of videocon-
ferencing for court and parole hearings and probation intexviews. This will
contribute to future savings by reducing the cost of transportation while expe-
diting the case review process and increasing security.

Seeking Operational Efficiencies

With most states still facing a serious budget crisis in fiscal year 2011, correc-
tions departments again crafted budgets with a goal of saving costs, using
many of the same operational tactics they used in fiscal year 2010.% These
ongoing strategies include reducing personnel costs, downsizing or elimi-
nating programs, and closing facilities. States are also turning toward other
administrative efficiencies as a means of cutting costs, including changes in
food services, implementing new technology, and exploring strategies to save
on energy costs {see Table 2).

PERSONNEL SAVINGS

Of the 44 states that responded to Vera’s survey, 36 reported some type of
personnel cuts, such as reducing staff salaries, benefits, or overlime; reducing
the number of full-time equivalent positions; and/or instituting hiring freezes.
Six states cited reducing or managing overtime as a cost-saving measure.
Although some simply instituted a policy of reduced overtime, other states,
such as llinois, are trying to reduce overtime by hiring additional correctional
officers but at lower salaries. At least 32 states have reduced the number of
full-tire equivalent positions and/or instituted hiring freezes. In making staff
reductions, several agencies, including the Texas Department of Criminal Jus-
tice and the New Mexico Corrections Department, are excluding correctional
and parole officers from any hiring freezes so that they do not risk compromis-
ing safety. Similarly, Arizona excluded correctional officers from performance
pay elimination and a required unpaid furlough day.

DOWNSIZING PROGRAMS

Similar to the fiscal year 2010 findings, 22 states surveyed have eliminated or
reduced programs for fiscal year 2011.7 Although many states, like Arizona,
Wisconsin, and New Mexico, are trying to maintain their programs by lower-
ing costs and renegotiating contracts, other states have suspended or elimi-

nated programs entirely. In Colorado, a 100-bed military-style boot camp for




Table 2: Cost-Saving Measures Adopted Through Fiscal Year 2011
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young nonviolent offenders in Buena
Vista was closed—eliminating 33
full-time positions and leading to a
projected $900,000 savings.®

CLOSING FACILITIES

Pifteen states of the 44 surveyed
reported plans to close facilities

or reduce their number of beds in
fiscal year 2011, many as a result of

a decreasing prison population. Six
of these states have already closed
facilities or parts of them. Delaware
closed part of one facility by moving
prisoners to a more staff-efficient
housing unit; this has cut costs by
eliminating 10 full-time positions.
Rhode Island—which made several
policy changes in 2008 designed

to keep its inmate population from
growing--has been able to shut
some housing units, thereby decreas-
ing staif overtime. Entire facilities
have been shutiered in Georgia,
Louisiana, and Connecticut. In Geor-
gia, the 700-bed Bostick State Prison
was closed; the state expects to save

$6.7 million annually. In Louisiana, the Steve Hoyle Rehabilitation Cenier was
closed, reception centers were consolidated, and the number of beds reduced
at the Forcht-Wade Correctional Center.

The New York Department of Correctional Services plans to close three facili-
tles and part of a fourth by April 2011, These closures are possible because of
significant reductions in the state’s inmate population: it declined by 8 percent
from the beginning of 2007 to the end of 2009 and is projected to decline by
another 1,000 individuals during the zon fiscal year. The state expects opera-
tional cost savings from these closures to total $3 million for the 2011 fiscal
yeat and approximately $46 million for fiscal year 2012.%

For fiscal year 2011 some states are cutting back on their use of private
prisons. Privately contracted facilities may or may not result in cost savings
and as such are the subject of debate. It also appears that as prison popula-
tions decline in several states, the factors that may make private facilities
appealing as a solution to overcrowding are less relevant. {The private-prison




industry maintains that its facilities give states the flexibility of short-texm
contracts and can make beds available faster?} Kentucky reduced the num-
ber of privately contracted facilities from three to two. The number of beds
increased at one of those prisons, resulting in a net loss of fewer than so beds.
Arizona is eliminating more than 5,800 out-of-state beds administered by pri-
vate contractors and adding 2,000 new private in-state beds and 4,000 state-
operated beds.

Despite the more prominent trernd of decreasing prison capacity, sorme
states have opened new facilities and increased the number of prison beds,
Colorado and Tennessee have added new facilities, replacing outdated and
inefficient ones and in some cases increasing capacity. In Maryland, several
new housing units have opened during the past few years without increas-
ing capacity but allowing the state to close outdated facilities. A new faciiity
opened in Colorado on September 1, 2010, providing additional administrative-
maxiraum security beds.» '

FOOD-SERVICE CHANGES
Thirteen of the surveyed states reported reducing food services as a cost-
saving measure in fiscal year 2011. Arizona reported savings in food-service
delivery by cutting staffing costs, while New Mexico reduced the number of
calories served from 3,400 to 3,000, Ohio started serving brunch in lieu of
breakfast and lunch on weekends and holidays. State officials said that this
practice does not reduce the type or amount of food, but cuts costs through
payroll savings. However, a report from Ohio suggests that dissatisfaction
with the new meal policy could be contributing to the increase in cell rob-
beries at one facility since the change ®

Wisconsin and Minnesota have collaborated to reduce the cost of food sez-
vices in both states. Wisconsin has followed Minnesota's menu standardiza-
tion policy, and the two states use the same vendor, allowing them to leverage
their purchasing power.*s One exaraple of this project is that Wisconsin now
offets “Taco Tuesdays,” which resulted in a cost decrease of 10 cents per meal,
with an annual expected savings of $2 million.” Another is that the Minnesota
Department of Corzections now buys milk from a Wisconsin prison dairy at an
estimated savings of $125,000 annually.*®

INNOVATION: NEW TECHNOLOGY AND ENERGY
EFFICIENCY

Louisiana has invested in several types of technology expected to save an
estimated $6.2 million annually.® In four state prisons, security officers in tow-
ers are being replaced with video surveillance systems and other measures.”
Like Arkansas and Mississippi, Louisiana is also installing “shaker” fences with
pressure-activated alarms as an additional safety measure.®




To reduce the nearly $10 millior spent annually on transporting individuals
to and frorn court, Louisiana is introducing the use of video conferencing in
parishes with the most frequent requests for appearances: to date, this system
has been implemented in Orleans, East Baton Rouge, and Lafayette Parighess®

Louisiang, West Virginia, and Maine have developed energy and fuel con-
servation initiatives. Louisiana is investing in enexgy-efficient equipment.
West Virginia is installing natural gas lines in one of its largest rural facilities
and has removed inefficient energy devices from geveral others. The Majne
Department of Corrections is using wood-pellet boilers, wind power, and solar
technology. Although the impact of these energy initiatives is difficult to
track over a short period, these states expect significant cost savings in the
coming years.

Reconsidering Criminal Justice Policy

As the economic crisis continues, many states are using the occasion of new
fiscal imperatives to take a fresh look at the way they punish criminals. Such
moves are prompted not only by overwhelming budget deficits, but by per-
suasive research about addiction and rehabilitative programs—and for some
states, a declining prison population.® Most commonly, states have revised
their criminal codes to downgrade certain offenses or reclassify specific
crimes, such as raising the threshold dollar amounts for property crimes or
reducing penalties associated with certain types of drug possession.® For
instance, Colorado passed legislation (HBi3s2, 2010) that reduced some crime
categories for drug possession and use to misdemeanors or lesser felonies.
This change will cut sentences by haif or more, leading to a projected annual
savings of $1.5 million; most of which will be reappropriated for offender sub-
stance use treatment.® |
Moreover, states are increasingly using legislative approaches to reduce
their prison populations, improve outcomes, and balance their budgets. These
measures are intended to prevent or reduce prison sentences at the sentencing
stage or expand release opportunities for those who are already incarcerated.
Most of these recently enacted provisions apply only to nonviolent offenders
and not to violent or sex offenders. {Unless otherwise stated, when this report
refers to a provision that applies only to nonviolent offenders, it does not ap-
ply to sex offenders.) Many of the initiatives described below are supported
L _ by research and evidence suggesting that mandatory supervision and othey
S " 2 o ' prison alternatives are more effective and cost efficient for many lower-risk,
S X nonviolent offenders. The laws enacted in recent years often provide more

discretion to sentencing judges’tc use alternatives to prison for appropriate




offenders and encourage a more focused use of lengthy, expensive prison
terms for serious, chronic, and violent offenders.

This section presents a summary of notable trends in state sentencing policy
during the 2009 and 2010 state legislative sessions.

REDUCING PRISON TERMS FOR NONVIOLENT OFFENDERS
Many recent legislative reforms aim to divert nonviolent offenders from pris-
on and provide greater opportunities for treatment and services. The changes
also target certain populations, such as technical parole or probation violators,
and limit the term for which they may be sent back to prisor.

TECHNICAL VIOLATORS: A significant portion of national prison admissions
every year are not for the commission of new crimes, but for technical viola-
tions of parole or probation. (A technical violation is a violation of the rules
governing an offender’s supervision that can lead to revocation of parole or
probation and to re-incarceration ) These numbers vary from state to state, but
recent estimates suggest that at least one-third of all new prison admissions
are for violations of community supervision; perhaps more than one-third of
those are purely for technical violations, such as failure to report fo a parole or
probation appointment or failing a drug test.*® In some states, such as Califor-
nia, these percentages are even higher. In 2008, nearly 55 percent of the state's
prison admissions were the result of parale revocations, 43 percent of which
were for technical parole violations.¥

In an effort to conserve resources and reduce their prison population, many
states have curtailed the use of prison as a response to probationers or pa-
rolees whe violate the conditions of their supervision. Specifically, states are
limiting the use of prison sanctions. Alabama now limits the sentence for
eligible nonviolent technical violators of probation to 9o days incarceration
(SE 325, 2010). The law is retroactive and permits eligible nonviolent offenders
serving a revocation sentence for a technical violation to petition the court for
resentencing.

For technical violations of parole, Kentucky gave its parole officers the dis-
cretion to confine a person in county jail for up to 1o days and no more than
30 days total within a 365-day period. This intermediate sanction applies only
to those who sign a statement admitting to the violation (HE 1, 2010 [Special
Session)). Colorado legislators voted to allow coramunity punishment rather
than incarceration for technical violators of parole who are low-level, non-
violent offenders with no pending felony warrants or charges (HB 1360,2010).
For probation viclators in Iowa, the courts now have the option of revoking
probation and sending people to prison or extending the period of probation
for up to one year, including one year beyond the statutory maximum period

of probation (HB 2377, 2010).




Many states hove
recognized that
providing treatment
and services in

the community

is a better use of
resources than
incarceration for
certain offenders.

ALTERNATIVES TO INCARCERATION: Some siate legisiatures have explic-
itly stated their preference for alternatives to prison and non-prison sentences
for certain nonviolent offenders. For example, Vermont made clear that a sen-
tence of probation is to be standard for misdemeanors and nonviolent felonies
{SB 292, 2009}. Although judges may deviate from this standard, the legisla-
ture stated that the decision to do so should be used judiciously and sparingly.
In a similar move, Florida eliminated prison sentences for certain third-degree
felonies that do not involve the use or threat of violence, as long as the court
finds that a non-prison sanction would not pose a danger to the public (SB
1722, 2009},

Many states have expanded or created alternative sentencing programs.

The alternatives vary in structure, ranging from home confinement to formal
diversion programs for specialized populations, such as drug offenders and
offenders who are parents.

Pour states have expanded the availability of home incarceration. The Loni-
siana legislature authorized courts to sentence offenders to a period of home
confinement instead of, or in addition to, time in prison, provided a court
hearing finds that home confinement will best serve the interests of justice.
The state also increased the length of time a felony offender can be sentenced
to house arresi from two to four years (HB 225, 2009). Vermont also gave its
courts authority to sentence certain offenders to home confinement for up to
180 days instead of prisorn {SB 292, 2009).

Many states have recognized that providing treatment and services in the
community is a better use of resources than incarceration for certain offend-
ers. Flotida appropriated funds for a statewide alternative sentencing program
to divert nonviclent offenders to a variety of recidivism-reduction services,
including employment assistance and counseling (HB 5001, 2010). The pro-
gram will be instituted only in communities where the couris and the Florida
Department of Corrections agree to collaborate with community stakehoiders
to implement evidence-based practices in programming and develop a system
of graduated incentives. Vermont codified a system of community reparative
boards to determine alternative sentences for offenders who plead guilty to a
nonviolent felony or misdemeanor. The legislation also expanded eligibility
for the adult court diversion program to include second-time misdemeanants
and not just first-time offenders (HB 792, 2009).

Some states have created sentencing alternatives that target specific popula-
tons. South Carolina authorized a diversicon sentence for certain drug offenses
(SB 1154, 2010). Washington developed the Family and Offender Sentencing Al-
ternative for some nonviolent offenders who have not committed sex offenses
and who have custody of children under the age of 18; the program incorpo-
rates parenting classes, substance use and mental health treatment, and life

skills classes (SB 6639, 2009).




RELAXING MANDATORY SENTENCES: Recent repeals and amendments
of mandatory sentencing laws represent a significant shift in the sentencing
frarmework. Such reforms are often driver: by concerns about equity and fair-
ness, but they are also expected to result in cost savings. On the federal level,
the congressional repeal in June 2010 of a five-year mandatory minimum for
first-time simple possession of crack cocaine~—a change made with bipartisan -
support—is expected to save the federal prison system approximately $42 mil-
lion over the next five years.?®

Many states have also moved toward relaxing mandatory sentences. In
2009, New York passed landmark legislation to undo its Rockefeller Drug
Laws, eliminating mandatory minimums and reinstating judicial discretion
in low-level drug cases (SB 56-B, 2009). This series of reforms reduced certain
minimurm penalties and eliminated prison sentences for specific low-level
categories of offenses, resulting in retroactive resentencing for approximately
1,500 inmates. New Jersey amended a law that had required judges to sen-
tence drug offenders to a mandatory minimurn for distributing or possessing
with intent 1o distribute a controlled subsiance within 1,000 feet of a school
{SB 1866, 2009). With the change, the courts now have the discretion to ap-
piy the mandatory minimum or place the offender on probation, provided
that the offender did not commit the crime while on school premises, use oy
threaten violence, or possess a firearm, For low-level drug cases, Minnesota af-
forded judges the discretion to deviate from mandatory-minimum sentences
upon motion by the prosecutor, and Rhode Island removed certain mandatory
minimums (SB 802, 2009; B 39, 2009, respectively). Delaware amended its
mandatory sentencing policies by allowing the court to alter sentences of one
year or less for individuals who have such a serious medical need that they
need contiruous ireatment and do not pose a substantial risk to the commu-
nity (HB 338, 2000},

EXPANDING RELEASE OPPORTUNITIES
Twenty of the states examined have reconsidered how and when people are
released from prison, with more than half of these states instituting or ex-
panding “good time” credit policies and the others expanding parole eligibility
requirernents,
USE OF CREDITS: One of the most effective ways to shrink prison popula-
tions is to broaden the use of credit systermns that aliow eligible inmates to
reduce their total sentence. Individuals earn such credit by demonstrating
good behavior, participating in certain educational opportunities, or complet-
ing specified {reatment programs.

Three states have revarnped their use of educational credits, and seven have
made changes o their good-time compliance credits. Oregon and Mississippi

expanded eligibility for education-based credit to offenders who were not




convicted of specified high-level
offenses (respectively, B 1007, 2010;
HB 1136, 2010). Louisiana passed

a measure making its good-time
credits retroactive to 1993, exclud-
ing violent and sex offenders (SB 312,
2010), and Colorado increased the
number of good-time days a non-
viclent, program-compliant inraate
may earn per month from o to12
days {(HB 1253, 2009).

RESTRUCTURING CONDITIONS
OF RELEASE: Some states have
restructured their corrections proce-
dures so that specified categories of
offenders are eligible for conditional
early release, either through early
discharge, home confinement dis-
charge, or release to community su-
pervision or a work-release program.
Indiana amended a statute to
require the Department of Correc-
tion to identify inmates who have
served 21 years and earned four
years of credit time to refer them to
the parole board for rehabilitative
release (SB 435, 2010). Kansas created
an early-release policy for terminaily
ill inmates who meet certain criteria,
such as functional incapacitation
and posing no significant threat to
the community (FIB 2412, 200y). Ken-

tucky now allows nonviclent offend-
ers canvicted of low-level felonies
{excluding sex offenses) with 180 days left of their prison term to be released
to home incarceration and requires them to participate in discharge planning
1o address issues such as education, employment, and housing (HB 564, 2010).
As part of the South Carolina Omnibus Crime Reduction and Sentencing

Reform Act, the state now requires that nonviolent offenders who have been
incarcerated for at least two years be released to mandatory supervision 180
days before their prison release date (SB 1154, 2010). The new law also makes




certain offenders (including nonviolent and some violent offenders, but not
sex offenders) eligible for parole or work release within three years of their re-
lease date, including certain drug offenders who were not previously eligible.
In New Hampshire, offenders who have not been previously paroled are now
automatically released nine months prior to their maximum sentence (SB 500,
2010},

Other states have sought to reduce their prison populations by expanding
eligibility for parole. Louisiana lowered the requirements for parole, now re-
quiring a majority vote by parole board members rather than unanimity (HB
195, 2010). West Virginia instituted an accelerated parole program that makes
certain inmates eligible for early release through parole if they have complet-
ed an individualized rehabilitative treatment program (SB 218, 2010). The bill
also extended annual parole review o those who are eligible and serving life

~sentences. Vermont has opted to vastly expand its furlough program, instruct-
ing the Department of Corrections to release all nonviolent inmates and put
them on furlough if they have served their minimum sentence and have satis-
fied rehabilitative programming oblgations {SB 292, 2009). Inmates are now
also eligible for this type of release 180 days—double the previous amount—
before the end of a minimum sentence, as long as those sexving less than one
year have served at least half theiy minimum sentence (HB 792,2009).

Future Qutlook for Corrections

The fisca] crisis is far from over: 39 states have already projected gaps that
total $102 billion for fiscal year 2012.4 In all areas, including corrections, tax-
payers will continue to demand the highest possible return on their invest-
ment whenever public moné‘y is spent. For corrections agencies, this means
operating facilities in the most efficient ways possible and reducing costs by
identifying offenders who can be safely supervised in the community at less
cost than in a prison cell. The fiscal crisis will continue to prompt states and
the federa! government to reexamine their policies and practices. Through ef-
forts to reduce spending, policy makers are learning about less punitive, more
effective ways to treat individuals who commit crimes, especially nonviolent
crimes. By looking for evidence of what works and striving to be “smart on
crime,” policy makers may be defining a new framewaork for sentencing and
corrections that can malke substantial differences during economic hardship

and prevail even in prosperous times.
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