
 

CALIFORNIA CORRECTIONS:  
FACTS AND FIGURES 

 

Numbers  

• California’s prison population has grown from 20,028 in 1975 to 167,264 in 2010 (an 
increase of approximately 735%).1 During that same time period, California’s overall 
population grew from 21,537,000 to 36,961,664 (an increase of roughly 72%).2 

• California’s adult imprisonment rate in 2007 was 471 (per 100,000 in the overall 
population), higher than the national average of 447.3  

• In 2009 the overall US national incarceration rate was 751. In 1930, the overall US 
incarceration rate was 162.4  

• The US incarceration rate is the highest in the world, followed closely by Russia (629) 
and Rwanda (604). Other industrialized countries’ rates are much lower. Some 
examples are Japan (63), Denmark (63), the U.K. (153), France (96), and Germany 
(89).5 

• As of January 13, 2010, California’s total population of adult offenders was 294,564. 
167,264 were in prison; 108,050 were on parole. Approximately 20,000 were being 
held in other state’s prisons, were on parole in another state, had escaped, or were 
otherwise at large.6 

• In 2008, 46,380 prison admissions were inmates sentenced to prison for their first 
felony offense. 74,531 admissions were for technical parole violations. 19,937 were for 
new felony conviction parole violations. Technical parole violations include missed 
appointments, failed drug tests, and crimes committed on parole for which there is 
insufficient evidence to obtain a conviction.7 

• The median time served before being released on parole in 2008 was: 25.7 months for 
crimes against persons, 13 months for property crimes, 15.1 months for drug crimes, 
and 12.9 months for other crimes.8 
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Three Strikes and Life Sentences  

• A person convicted of any felony who has one prior serious or violent felony on his 
record is sentenced to double the term that would have been imposed in the absence 
of the prior conviction. A person convicted of any felony who has two prior serious or 
violent felonies on his record is sentenced to a mandatory term of 25 years to life.9  

• In 2008, there were 41,114 inmates serving time in prison under California’s Three 
Strikes Law. 32,660 were second-strike sentences. 8,454 were third-strike sentences.10 

• 3,845 third-strikes sentences were for crimes against persons. 3,829 third-strike 
sentences were for drug or property offenses. 780 were for other crimes.11   

• 13,966 second-strike sentences were for crimes against persons. 15,146 second-strike 
sentences were for drug or property offenses. 3,548 were for other crimes.12  

• 34,164 California inmates were serving life sentences (both with and without the 
possibility of parole) in 2008. This is approximately 20% of the total prison population 
– the highest proportion of inmates serving life terms of any state in the U.S.13  

 

Age, gender, & race  

• In 1989, almost half of California’s prisoners were between 18 and 29 years old (the 
age cohort most likely to engage in criminal activity) and approximately 4% were over 
50. In 2008, roughly 30% of California’s prisoners were between 18 and 29 years old 
and 15% were over 50. The median inmate age in 2008 was 37.14  

• The number of women in California prisons doubled between 1989 and 2008 (from 
5,427 to 11,408). In 2008 women made up 6.7% of California’s inmate population.15  

• California’s prison population is 26.0% white, 29.1% black, and 39.0% Hispanic.16 

 

Release on Parole  

• All inmates sentenced to determinate terms in California were placed on a mandatory 
three-year parole term in 2008, regardless of their likelihood of committing a new 
crime. The law was amended in 2009 to provide that all inmates being released will be 
assessed to determine risk; low risk parolees will be placed on administrative parole 
with no active supervision. As of 2009, inmates can earn time off parole.17  
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• Inmates sentenced to indeterminate terms in California are not released on parole 
unless and until the parole board determines (and the Governor agrees) that release is 
appropriate. The California Supreme Court ruled in 2008 that an eligible inmate must 
be released unless the board finds (and the Governor agrees) that there is a current 
threat of dangerousness and that the underlying conviction does not constitute a basis 
for keeping the inmate in prison unless there is some evidence tying the conviction to 
the current threat of dangerousness.18 

 

Plata v. Schwarzenegger and Coleman v. Schwarzenegger 

• Coleman and Plata are federal class action cases in which prisoners have challenged the 
conditions of their confinement by arguing that the health care provided in California’s 
prisons is so inadequate that it constitutes cruel and unusual punishment. Coleman is 
about the prison mental health care system; Plata is about the prison medical care 
system generally. 

• The plaintiffs in both cases asked the federal court in 2006 to order California to 
reduce its prison population. The plaintiffs’ argument was that overcrowding in the 
California prisons was the primary cause of the state’s failure to provide 
constitutionally adequate medical and mental health care. 

• A federal law enacted in 1995 called the Prison Litigation Reform Act says that no 
federal judge acting alone can order a state to reduce its prison population. The law 
requires the federal court to form a panel of three judges to review the plaintiffs’ 
request. In 2007 the federal courts in these cases agreed to form the three-judge panel 
the plaintiffs were requesting. 

• In January 2010 the federal panel adopted the state’s proposal for reducing the state’s 
prison population by 40,000 over the course of two years. The state plans to appeal 
the case to the U.S. Supreme Court, although the Court has ruled that the matter is 
premature. 
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