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BACKGROUND 
 
On February 25, 2010, a group of interested leaders from a wide range of social and 
criminal justice organizations met at Stanford Law School in order to share information 
about the impact of corrections spending on the General Fund, build awareness about 
how the state can safely reduce corrections spending, and exchange tools needed to 
achieve more balanced state spending. The discussion focused on the following 
questions: 
 

• Should California spend more on education, health care, and human services in 
order to spend less on corrections and criminal justice? 

• Will cuts to government services and community support programs lead to more 
people being incarcerated and higher prisons costs? 

• How do we create a state budget that truly puts public safety and the needs of 
Californians first? 

 
Kara Dansky (Executive Director of the Stanford Criminal Justice Center) presented an 
overview of California sentencing and corrections policy along with some suggested 2010 
reforms. A document entitled California Corrections Overview, handed out during the 
meeting and used as a basis for discussion, has been posted on the Stanford Criminal 
Justice Center’s website. 
 
HIGHLIGHTS 
 

• The social and criminal justice advocates at the meeting have some common 
goals, which include the goal of reducing the impact of California’s corrections 
budget on our ability to achieve broader policy objectives, including education, 
health care, and housing opportunities for California communities. 
 

• Possibilities exist for establishing formal and informal partnerships between social 
and criminal justice advocates. Creating a formal coalition (with strong 
constituency support) may be a reasonable short or long-term objective. Even if a 
formal coalition is not established, participants can begin to create informal 
networks and partnership agreements. 
 

• Participants should identify the specific areas in which their interests align and 
those in which their interests diverge. Diverging interests in specific areas need 
not preclude partnering on other issues. 
 

• Social and criminal justice advocates have different communication styles and 
advocacy approaches – being open to learning from each other will help everyone 
achieve concrete victories in the areas of interest to each of us.  



 

GUIDED DISCUSSION: CREATING AN INTEGRATIVE APPROACH 
 
The afternoon consisted of a group discussion facilitated by Behind the Cycle Director 
Catherine Beane. Through a series of small group breakout sessions, the following 
themes and principles emerged: 
 
Debate Defined by Emotion Rather than Data 

 
• Advocates from a range of sectors agreed that more and more, data does not 

matter in policy debates in the Legislature. The conversation is largely void of 
reason, which is particularly detrimental in the context of criminal justice policies. 
  

• Ballot measures and term limits exacerbate this. Many ballot measures—largely 
promoted through fear—have shifted significant power in the criminal justice 
system to prosecutors, who have little incentive to keep state costs down and are 
not accountable to the public for their decisions. Term limits mean Legislators 
have not had time to develop the subject-matter expertise needed to make sound 
decisions on criminal justice proposals. The power of the prison guard’s union 
was also identified as a significant problem distorting policy debates. 
 

• What does this mean in practice? If data does not matter, than how do we 
persuade elected officials to implement smart policies? Are there things we can all 
work together on, to fundamentally shift the way decisions are made? 
 

• Because California’s political system is so broken, change will be gradual. We 
need to identify next steps in context of the reality we have now while we lay the 
foundation for more fundamental change.  

 
What Would it Mean to Have Cross-Sector Collaboration? 
 

• How might advocates from different social sectors come together to work 
collaboratively on these issues? Would we create a coalition? Would we simply 
share information across sectors? Is there another model? 
 

• Potential challenges in the area of cross-sector collaboration: 
 

• Non-criminal justice advocates may be limited in their ability to support 
specific reforms. It will be easier to get these sectors to support the broad 
concept of smart cuts to corrections. But criminal justice advocates may not 
be the best messengers to advocate for specific reforms. A broad coalition of 
advocates and voices may be needed to actually implement any of the needed 
reforms to ultimately capture the savings. 
 

• If there are tensions between the different public sector unions (including the 
prison guards union), in this climate of budget constraints and increased 
needs, it may be hard for them to work toward a shared goal. 

 
 



 

• From the perspective of non-criminal justice advocates, criminal justice groups 
seem to lack consensus about the reforms needed. Criminal justice advocates 
tend to have different communications styles—they are more likely to disagree 
and debate the details of policies amongst themselves—whereas other 
advocacy groups focus more on the big picture with a simple and direct 
message (e.g., “No cuts, preserve the safety net”). Criminal justice advocates 
believe that they agree on the long-term goals while acknowledging 
disagreements over what to emphasize right now, given the wide range of 
needed reforms. Partners must learn to understand each other’s objectives 
and styles. 

 
Identifying Focus Areas for Collaboration is Key 
 

• If we are going to work together to advocate change, we must select a limited 
number of issues to focus on. The issues also have to be broad enough for a wide 
range of groups to pursue. It is important that these be issues that we can win, 
and areas that will make a difference. 
 

• We need to create a broad consortium that represents a lot of votes, with a focus 
on just a few issues.  
 

• The critical question is what is feasible in this year? What reforms can be 
implemented by a majority vote of legislature? What reforms are likely, particularly 
given that this is an election year?  

 
Issues of Potential Agreement 
 

• The most promising areas for potential collaboration were identified as: 
 

• Reforming the juvenile justice system specifically ending the “time adds” 
for juveniles committed to state institutions and ultimately shifting all 
responsibility for juvenile offenders from the state to the counties. 
Questions were raised about how we would provide sufficient support to the 
counties to do this—how do we ensure the services will be available at the 
county level while still saving money overall? 
 

• A criminal sentencing commission. One problem with this reform is that it 
costs money up front. The benefit from an advocacy perspective is that it 
has the potential to have wide ranging impact without being too specific/ 
narrow for non-criminal justice groups. 
 

• The need for rehabilitation, prevention and services, both before 
incarceration and after. This is where there is the greatest link between the 
criminal justice and non-criminal justice advocates. We need to continue to 
highlight that reducing crime and preventing violence requires maintaining 
the social safety net, education, and health care. 

 
 



 

What are the Priorities for the Non-Criminal Justice Groups? 
 

• Non-criminal justice advocates agreed that there is only one priority: the budget. 
This was expressed as “do the least harm given that cuts will happen,” and 
“survive to thrive.” Specific areas of concern: education, safety net, health and 
human services, CalWorks, IHSS, higher education. 
 

• Increasing revenues was also identified as a priority. Ideas included: oil severance 
tax, split roll on property taxes, Reagan level income tax, extend taxes to services 
and internet sales, lower the rate and increase the base, closing corporate 
loopholes. 
 

• Reforming the political process is also critical, including supporting a ballot 
measure for 50% +1 majority vote to pass budget. 

 
THE ROLE OF CORRECTIONS SPENDING IN CALIFORNIA’S BUDGET 
 
Tim Gage – a consultant and former Director of the state Department of Finance – 
presented an overview of the California corrections budget. Below is a summary of Mr. 
Gage’s remarks. 
 
Adult corrections spending grew from $4.1 billion in 1998-99 to $10.1 billion in 2008-
09, an increase of nearly 150 percent, or about 9.4 percent per year.  By any standard 
that is a very significant increase in spending for any budget program. 
 
Corrections is not the only area of the budget with significant growth, but given that the 
budget is, under most circumstances a zero-sum proposition, higher corrections 
spending means that spending for other, competing priorities cannot grow as quickly. 
 
Context 
 

• This year’s budget problem represents a nearly $20 billion gap. The Governor has 
proposed to address the problem with: $8.5 billion in spending reductions and 
changes, including corrections, $6.9 billion in additional federal funding, and $4.5 
billion in fund shifts and “alternative funding sources” 

 
• This year’s budget gap comes on the heels of last year’s effort to address a more 

than $60 billion problem. Coming out of the dot-com bust earlier this decade, 
state General Fund revenues grew rapidly, but the Legislature and the Governor 
did not take advantage of this brisk revenue growth to address the budget’s 
structural imbalance between ongoing spending and revenues that was the legacy 
of an over-commitment of nonrecurring revenues during the dot-com boom. 

 
• Then the “fiscal earthquake” hit: General Fund revenues dropped by 

approximately $60 billion combined over two fiscal years, 2008-09 and 2009-10, 
from the level expected based on the trend prior to the recession. 

 



 

 
Source: Department of Finance, 2010-11 Governor’s Budget Summary 

 
• Looking ahead – the LAO projects future deficits through 2014-15. 

 
 

 
 

 
Makeup of the Budget 
 

• Most of the budget is devoted to K-12 and Higher Education. Spending growth for 
K-14 schools has actually been fairly moderate except when the Legislature has 
chosen to provide additional funding.  
 



 

• Medi-Cal and In-Home Supportive Services, experienced less dramatic, but still 
fairly robust, growth compared to corrections between 2002-03 and 2007-08, at 
7.2 and 8.2 percent per year, respectively. 
 

• Other areas of the budget that have grown relatively rapidly include SSI/SSP, 
Developmental Services, and debt service. 

 
 
Growth in Corrections Spending 
 

• The main drivers of cost growth in California corrections are the inmate and 
parole populations; staffing levels (including overtime); salaries and benefits; and 
other factors, such as health care, costs for facilities, and programming 
(education and rehabilitation programs). 
 

• Inmate population growth as a driver of corrections spending (see table, below): 
 
• Between 1988 and 1998 the inmate population more than doubled. Since 

then, population growth has not been as dramatic, rising to a high of over 
173,000 in 2006 and then falling below 169,000 this fiscal year. 
 

• According to the LAO, arrest and prosecution policies explain at least part of 
the increase, not demographics or an increase in crime. Parolee recidivism is a 



 

significant contributor to population growth as well (the recidivism rate ranges 
up to 70 percent, with technical violations making up the largest share). 
 

• Notwithstanding somewhat slower growth in the inmate population, costs have 
exploded at the 9.4 percent rate mentioned earlier, rising from 6.9 percent of 
General Fund spending in 1998-99 to over 11 percent  in 2008-09. While the 
number of inmates has risen modestly during this period, cost per inmate has 
risen by nearly 140 percent. 
 

• We do not have comparable staffing ratio data for California’s parole system, 
but we know that per capita costs have more than doubled. 

 
Per Capita Corrections Costs Have Risen Dramatically  

   

 1998-99 2008-09 

Institutions   

     Per capita costs $21,501 $51,114 

     Average daily population 150,763 157,219 

     Inmate-to-staff ratio 3.75:1 2.80:1 

   

Parole    

     Per capita costs $2,250 $4,745 

     Average daily population 116,630 132,281 

   

   

Adult corrections ($ in millions) 3,990 10,070 

Total General Fund  ($ in millions) 57,827 90,940 

Percent 6.90% 11.07% 
 

Source: Governor’s Budgets 
 

• Other drivers of increased corrections spending: 
 
 A reduction in the number of inmates per staff – generally correctional officers. 

But clearly this does not explain all of the increase in cost.  Controlling for the 
higher staffing ratio, cost per staff person has risen by more than $62,000, or 
about 77 percent, because of correctional officer salaries & benefits (including 
pensions), overtime payments, and the higher costs of medical personnel. The 
LAO estimates that since 2000, salary increases have added more than $1 
billion to the corrections budget. 

 
 Health care costs have risen from about $500 million to about $2.5 billion over 

this period (A significant portion of these costs is being driven by the federal 
court’s decision in the Plata case to appoint a receiver to manage inmate 
health care as a result of unconstitutional conditions in the prisons). 

 



 

 The state spends a couple of hundred million for inmate and parole 
rehabilitation programs (though these programs were cut significantly last 
year, as noted below). 

 
Efforts to Reduce Corrections Spending 
 

• The 2009-2010 Budget included several proposals to reduce spending (estimated 
savings of $1.2 billion): commuting the sentences of undocumented immigrants; 
eliminating parole revocation for certain non-serious, non-violent, non-sex 
offenders ($179 million); increasing good time credits ($42 million); increasing 
the dollar threshold for felony property crimes ($17 million); providing incentives 
to counties to reduce revocations ($30 million); reductions to inmate and parolee 
rehabilitation programs ($175 million); other changes to corrections agency 
operations, such as the elimination of certain headquarters positions and funding 
for special building repairs ($261 million). 
 

• Actual corrections spending in 2009-2010 is on track to exceed 2008-09 
spending, however. This is in part because the estimated savings of some 
cuts were overstated; for example the Administration recently announced 
that the number of undocumented inmates whose sentences will be 
commuted is significantly lower than estimated (850 versus 8,500, 
resulting in savings of only $19 million versus $182 million projected). 
Additionally, spending in other areas – most notably healthcare – have 
continued to increase. 
 

• The department has submitted a plan to the 3-judge federal court panel laying out 
how it would achieve a population reduction to 137.5% of capacity, but has 
continued to pursue an appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court. 

 
Will Savings Result from Prison Population Reductions? 
 

• Savings resulting from inmate population reductions are limited, for all of the 
reasons discussed above, unless inmate reduction leads to staff reduction. It is 
difficult to determine whether population reductions will result in real savings 
because we lack good information. A recent report by the State Auditor details the 
impact of the shortcomings in corrections’ information systems in several areas, 
including the number of custody staff associated with specific populations and the 
impact of education programs. 

 
• Reductions in the state prison population may result in jail population increases: 

 
• The Governor’s “non-prison felonies” proposal may have a significant impact 

on county jail populations. 
 
• Roughly half of county jails are under court or self-imposed population caps 

and are thus unable to house additional inmates without releasing others. 
 



 

• Longer term, a prison expansion bill passed by the Legislature in 2007 (AB 
900) funds up to 13,000 county jail beds in two phases, contingent upon a 
25% local match. 
 

The Challenge of Chronic Underfunding of Critical Investments 
 

• California has undergone a cycle of mismanagement of corrections operations, 
which has lead to chronic underfunding of the investments needed to better 
manage operations and reduce costs in the long run.  
 

• The California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR), the 
corrections agency, consistently overruns its budget; the administration and 
legislature provide some additional funding, but often cut back the request; CDCR 
must then reduce funding for rehabilitation and technology investments, and hold 
positions vacant. 

 
• There has been a long-standing discussion in the Legislature over how to improve 

accountability: could, for example, the budget be organized by institution rather 
than by program so as to improve accountability? 

 
Impact on Other Budget Items 
 

• What would have been freed up if corrections had grown more slowly? This 
question is ultimately impossible to answer because allocations to other programs 
may not have been made automatically. However, some discretionary programs 
likely to be affected include: 
 
• Higher education (e.g., the Governor’s proposed constitutional amendment vis-

a-vis higher education). This makes for good politics, but not great policy in 
terms of budgetary flexibility. 

 
• Some discretionary health and social services programs (not Medi-Cal, IHSS, 

SSI/SSP, Developmental Services). 
 

• Lower corrections spending might arguably have positioned the state to weather 
the current recession with fewer cuts in many programs, but it might also have 
lead to additional tax cuts, since corrections is also a discretionary “program”. 

 
Looking Ahead 
 

• Even after the economy recovers, the state will still face significant future budget 
pressures (e.g., higher education, K-14 (Prop 98), health and social services, debt 
service, and pensions/Health care for retirees. 
 

• Reducing corrections costs will ultimately require the ability to take better control 
over the policy debate, the political will to change the state’s sentencing policies, 
the political courage to exert control over the system, and a willingness to make 
significant investments in order to achieve future savings. 


