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The issue: Should more prisons be built to house the rapidly growing U.S. prison population? Or should the sentencing procedures that have put so many Americans behind bars be reexamined?
· Supporters of tough sentencing and more prisons say: More prisons should be built to house the increasing inmate population, in order to keep the national crime rate low and protect the public. Furthermore, they argue, punishing convicted criminals with harsh sentences discourages other potential criminals from breaking the law. 

· Critics of tough sentencing and more prisons say: Lengthy mandatory sentences and the war on drugs have placed more than 500,000 nonviolent drug offenders behind bars, creating an unnecessary strain on the nation's prison facilities. Alternatives to incarceration, such as mandatory drug- or alcohol-treatment programs, should be used to curb the prison population. 
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Sen. Phil Gramm (R, Texas) says that prisoners should be made to work 10 hours a day to boost the manufacturing industry.

The U.S. Justice Department recently announced that, in 2002, the nation's prison population surpassed two million for the first time. That figure, which includes those being held in federal and state prisons as well as local jails, is largely the result of a national political climate over the past 25 years that has favored a "get tough" approach to curbing crime.

As a result of the "war on drugs" officially initiated by President George H. W. Bush (R, 1989-93) in the late 1980s, and mandatory sentencing laws that have spread across the country, the U.S. has become the world's leading jailer. With just 5% of the world's population, the U.S. holds 25% of its prisoners. While politicians, academics and media analysts debate the significance of that fact, there are very real signs that the burgeoning national prison population is becoming an increasing problem for federal and state detention facilities.

As the national inmate population continues to surge, prison overcrowding is emerging as a major problem on both the state and federal levels. Many lawmakers have described the overcrowding as a "time bomb" that threatens to explode if immediate action is not taken to relieve it.

Some states have favored short-term fixes to deal with the record number of inmates being held in their prisons. Exporting prisoners to less-populous states has been favored by some as a quick fix. Other states favor early release programs for nonviolent inmates who have exhibited good behavior in prison. Yet others have sought to hasten the release of prisoners by cutting down the length of time inmates must spend in mandatory drug-treatment programs.

However, despite those measures, the overcrowding crisis continues unabated. Many correctional facilities are currently forced to put two inmates in cells designed for one to meet demands for bed space. In Arizona, overcrowding has meant that some inmates must sleep in tents on prison grounds. Observers have noted that the current extent of overcrowding is a threat to the quality of life of prison employees as well as to the prisoners themselves.

As states grapple with the crisis while having to cope with fiscal constraints due to an economic slowdown, a larger debate has emerged over the role of prisons in society. Does incarceration rehabilitate prisoners? Are the stiff mandatory sentencing laws favored by most states effective in curbing crime? Has the controversial trend of jailing nonviolent drug offenders made the general population safer?

While conservatives and liberals continue to hotly debate those questions, prisons continue to operate at a great cost to society. The cost of holding one inmate in a federal or state prison is roughly $20,000 a year. The construction of new prisons, advocated by those who believe more incarceration means less crime, is often very expensive. The Bush administration currently spends $46 billion annually on prisons and their inmates, a cost largely passed on to taxpayers.

At a time when the U.S. has the world's largest prison population, the national debate over prison overcrowding has never been more intense. Although most observers agree that prison overcrowding is an urgent problem that must be addressed, they disagree over the best way to do so. While some believe that jailing more people directly reduces the crime rate, others believe that the more than two million U.S. citizens currently behind bars are a testimony to 30 years of misguided attempts by the federal government to ease the public's concerns about crime.

Should states and the federal government continue to build more prisons, adhering to the current "get tough" stance on crime? Or should the federal government reexamine the process through which so many Americans end up incarcerated?

Supporters of "get tough" approaches to curbing crime believe that the prison overcrowding crisis should be resolved by constructing more facilities to hold inmates, rather than by granting them early release or early parole. Some proponents have advocated the privatization of the prison system if states or the federal government are unable to fund new prison construction.

Opponents of tough sentencing, on the other hand, believe that prison overcrowding should be relieved by saving prison space for only the most violent inmates. Alternatives to incarceration, such as drug-treatment programs, should be explored, they say, in order to thin the ranks of nonviolent offenders being held in federal and state prisons.

The Origins of Prison Overcrowding

The origins of today's skyrocketing national prison population can be traced back to the national mood of the 1960s. In that decade, people in many cities and communities responded to a rising national crime rate by demanding that police take greater action against those breaking the law. The political and social unrest of the era only intensified public perceptions that civil order was gradually breaking down.

In response to the public's concerns about crime, some state governments began to construct new prison facilities and pass legislation mandating lengthy jail sentences for criminals. As a result, both state and federal prison populations slowly began to grow.

By the early 1970s, the national mood had shifted somewhat, and crime was no longer the most urgent issue on voters' minds. The ongoing conflict in Vietnam and rising domestic unemployment were the focal points of local and national political campaigns in 1970 and 1972. However, legislators continued to pass tough anticrime laws.

In 1973, New York State set a national precedent by enacting the so-called Rockefeller drug laws, which required judges to hand down harsh prison sentences for drug possession, trafficking or use. Soon thereafter, 36 other states enacted similar mandatory sentencing laws for those convicted of drug-related crimes. The subsequent surge in the prison population across the country meant that more prisons had to be built.
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Throughout the 1980s, many politicians campaigned on platforms that revolved around a "get tough" stance on crime. With voters responding positively, many state legislators began to pass laws requiring judges to use strict mandatory sentencing guidelines when deciding the punishment for a variety of criminal offenses, not only those involving drugs. [See 1999 Mandatory Sentencing]

Supporters of mandatory sentencing asserted that potentially harsh punishments would discourage people from committing crimes while keeping convicted criminals off the streets. At the same time, opponents of mandatory sentencing believed that the system was responsible for putting an excessive number of nonviolent drug offenders behind bars while forcing states and the federal government to struggle with the task of constructing new prisons on limited budgets.

By the end of the 1980s, violent crimes in the U.S. were at an all-time high, with each decade since the 1950s having seen a dramatic increase in the number of inmates behind bars. At the same time, the Bush administration officially launched the war on drugs, an effort that had been informally operating for more than a decade. The newly reenergized war on drugs was trumpeted in the media, and was hailed by some as a necessary step toward curbing drug use among Americans.

With increased drug arrests and tough sentences being handed down to more and more criminal offenders, state prisons began buckling under the weight of overcrowding in the early 1990s. Some states, such as Wisconsin, began exporting prisoners to other states with more prison space. With states and the federal government often unable to fund the construction of new prisons, some correctional facilities were privatized, allowing non-governmental companies to build and run prisons on a for-profit basis. [See 2000 Prison Privatization]

Even as prison overcrowding became acknowledged in state capitals, Washington, D.C. and the national media, legislators continued to pass harsh laws aimed at keeping criminals off the streets in order to calm voters' fear of crime. For example, California's controversial "three strikes" law, passed in 1994, called for extended prison sentences for those found guilty of a third serious criminal offense. Within a few years, more than 20 other states had passed similar three-strikes laws. Some also passed "truth in sentencing" laws, which placed severe restrictions on judges' ability to grant early parole or release to convicted criminals. [See 1995 'Three-Strikes' Crime Laws]

By 1995, U.S. states were spending more money building prisons than they were on funding public colleges. However, the "get tough" approach to combating crime resonated with voters, who consistently supported initiatives and laws aimed at keeping criminals off the streets. "Tough-on-crime measures tend to pass overwhelmingly," notes Elisabeth Gerber, an associate professor at the University of California at San Diego and an expert on ballot initiatives.

Estimates of the 1996 national prison population revealed that the federal prison system was operating at 160% of capacity, while state prisons were operating at 117% of capacity. The results, observers noted, were hazardous living conditions for inmates as well as heightened security risks for guards assigned to watching prisoners. "We're seeing more drug problems, more weapons, more assaults, all of which result when you have overcrowding," says Dona Wilpolt, the corrections secretary for New Mexico.

Today, the annual budget for the war on drugs is more than $17 billion. Of the more than two million people in prison throughout the U.S., more than 500,000 of those serving time have been sentenced under mandatory drug sentencing laws.

While the incarceration rate soared in the 1990s, the overall level of crime dropped nationally. Many observers, however, are currently engaged in a vigorous debate over what lessons to draw from the current prison-overcrowding scenario. Some believe that the rigid law enforcement of the past decade has served society well, while others think that too many Americans are needlessly incarcerated.

A central question in the debate is whether prisons are rehabilitating people, or simply locking them up in order to keep them from committing further crimes. The statistics are open to interpretation, and both sides of the debate over the role of prisons in society have sought to use them to their own advantage. According to a recent study by the Bureau of Justice Statistics, about two-thirds of released prisoners are re-arrested within a few years of their release--often committing the same offense that landed them in jail in the first place.

The same study points out that one-fifth of those arrested for nonviolent offenses, such as drug use, were re-arrested for committing violent offenses after they had been released. While some have responded to those statistics by suggesting that more prisons be built, others have called for a reexamination of the incarceration process and questioned whether it is adequately rehabilitating prisoners.

States Seek Short-Term Fixes to Crowding Problem

Many state governments have been grappling with the budding overcrowding crisis in recent years, as incarceration rates increase and many released inmates are subsequently re-arrested. Largely circumventing the debate on prison overcrowding, many state governments have sought relief from overcrowding by employing temporary measures to lessen the number of prisoners under their control.

One of the most common tactics is sending prisoners to other states with more space. However, with most state prison systems being filled to capacity or beyond, that option has become less readily available.

Some states have favored early release or early parole of inmates in order to make way for new prisoners. For example, Mississippi is experimenting with reviving a "good time" approach to decide if a prisoner should be eligible for early release. Under this system, nonviolent offenders have a day subtracted from their sentence for each day they demonstrate good behavior. Some states' decisions to utilize early parole has garnered the support of figures such as prisoners' rights advocate Ron Welch, who asserts that those states are "on the right track." He continues, "If we have limited prison space, only the best behaving prisoners ought to be considered for early release."

Other states, such as Texas, have sought to reduce inmates' incarceration time by shortening the length of mandatory drug-treatment programs. Those programs are a phase of the "rehabilitation" of drug offenders in state prisons. Still, politicians and prison officials admit that most of the tactics currently employed to relieve prison overcrowding are only short-term solutions as the national incarceration rate increases far faster than the rate at which new prisons are being constructed. "We must find long-term solutions to reduce overcrowding before the courts step in and force us to release prisoners before their time is served," Alabama Gov. Bob Riley (R) cautions.

Tough-Sentencing Supporters Say More Prisons Needed

Supporters of tough sentencing believe that the most appropriate way to deal with the expanding inmate population in the U.S. is to construct more prisons. Some proponents contend that if states or the federal government are unable to adequately fund new prison construction, then some of the prisons should be privatized, allowing the private sector, rather than U.S. taxpayers, to pay for new prison space.

Many supporters also believe that some states' efforts to relieve overcrowding by granting early release to inmates is detrimental to public safety. They assert that while the prison population steadily rose during the 1990s, the national crime rate slowly declined as a result of the "tough on crime" stance.

Mandatory sentencing guidelines provide a reasonable and effective way to combat criminal activity, supporters argue. If drug users and other criminal offenders are threatened with long prison sentences, they argue, people will be less likely to engage in unlawful activity because they know what will happen to them. Supporters also assert that, once behind bars, convicted criminals cannot perpetrate any more crimes. "Prison sentences do have a direct correlation with crime rates. People in prison tend not to rob liquor stores," says Jonah Goldberg, a National Review contributing editor.

Many supporters believe that tough mandatory sentencing showcases the "get tough" attitude of state governments and the federal government. When drug offenders are locked up for a long time, they note, the public sees that the government means business with its war on drugs.

Some supporters of tough sentencing and increased prison construction have argued that the growing prison population can in fact be utilized for the public good. Prisoners should be used as a source of cheap labor in order to reverse the decline in domestic manufacturing, they argue. "I want them to make prisoners work 10 hours a day, six days a week," Sen. Phil Gramm (R, Texas) says. "I want to enter into contracts with major manufacturers so that we can produce component parts in prisons now being produced in places like Mexico, China, Taiwan and Korea."

Finally, a few supporters of tough sentencing see a way to curb the growing prison population while continuing to protect public safety. They suggest using the death penalty more often. "Life sentences too often are mere challenges for prisoners to escape, from which they aspire to terrify law-abiding citizens and sometimes kill again," writes Deroy Murdock, a senior fellow at the Fairfax, Va.-based Atlas Economic Research Foundation. "The death penalty's detractors cannot refute this fact: even the toughest criminals become remarkably docile once separated from society by six feet of soil."

Opponents Point out Need for Alternatives to Incarceration

Opponents of the tough sentencing guidelines and national drug policies that have caused the national prison population to skyrocket believe that the current trend of large-scale incarceration is not the most effective way to curb crime. To resolve the crisis in prison overcrowding, they argue, alternatives to incarceration should be utilized more frequently to keep nonviolent offenders out of jail.

In lieu of harsh sentences and extended prison time, opponents contend, treatment programs should be used as much as possible, particularly for those convicted of drug-related offenses. "Each time we send someone to jail for a nonviolent crime, the taxpayers have to pay for that person to sit in a cell, watch television, and become less employable. There are options to putting people behind bars," says Steve Smith, a professor of criminal justice at Ball State University in Muncie, Ind.

Many opponents of mandatory sentencing believe that taxpayer money currently being spent on prison construction would be better spent on community-based treatment programs for the 500,000 people currently serving prison time for drug-related offenses. While funding such programs would not be cheap, they note, it would certainly cost less than incarceration and would likely make it easier for drug offenders to rejoin society after treatment is finished.

Along the same lines, many opponents believe that community-based corrections programs can also be used as an alternative to incarceration, at the discretion of judges. If criminal offenders were allowed to hold jobs paid for by state subsidies, critics note, they could learn and hone valuable skills while serving the community. Coupled with monitored house arrest, they suggest, the overall cost would be far less than that of traditional incarceration and would better rehabilitate offenders. Additionally, such programs would provide the community with a public-works labor force, they say.

Opponents also believe that the U.S. prison system, rather than rehabilitating inmates, exposes them to a harsh, violent environment that often makes them more prone to criminal behavior once they are released. "Incarceration can move the prisoner to a more serious level of criminal activity...as a result of association with other more serious offenders," says Alfred Blumstein, a prominent criminologist.

While many proponents of tough sentences argue that "incarceration is rehabilitation," opponents believe that the truth is far different. "I don't know where they get this word 'rehabilitation,' " says Hyyawatha Branch, a former inmate in the Pennsylvania prison system. "If you took a person through hell, how are you going to get them back to where they originally came from?"

Future of Prison Conditions Unclear

Despite determined efforts by both supporters and opponents of the mandatory sentencing laws that have placed more than two million U.S. citizens behind bars, a solution to the current prison-overcrowding problem remains elusive. With many state and federal prisons running far above capacity, many politicians and social critics have acknowledged that the current situation creates inhumane conditions for inmates and is bound to set off prison riots and escalating violence in the nation's correctional facilities. While some states have dealt with the problem by exporting prisoners or allowing the privatization of prisons, most are still at an impasse when it comes to finding a long-term solution to it.

The current debate over how best to address prison overcrowding, coming as it does after a steady rise in the incarceration rate over almost 30 years, shows no sign of resolution in the near future. All the while, conditions within the often-hidden world of the U.S. prison system continue to deteriorate as more inmates arrive every day.

Discussion Questions & Activities
1) To combat prison overcrowding, do you think more prisons should be built, or should alternatives to imprisonment, such as mandatory drug-treatment programs, be used more often? 

2) Why do you think the female prison population has increased so dramatically? 

3) Is the increasing prison population a sign that the government's get tough on crime approach is working, or has that approach merely resulted in the imprisonment of people who should not be jailed, such as nonviolent drug offenders? 
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Additional Sources

Additional information about prison overcrowding can be found in the following sources:

Burton-Rose, Daniel. The Celling of America: An Inside Look at the U.S. Prison Industry. Monroe, Maine: Common Courage Press, 1998.

Tonry, Michael H. Intermediate Sanctions In Overcrowded Times. Boston, MA.: Northeastern University Press, 1997.

Contact Information

Information on how to contact organizations that are either mentioned in the discussion of prison overcrowding or can provide additional information on the subject is listed below:
The Sentencing Project 
514 Tenth Street, N.W., Suite 1000 
Washington, D.C. 20004 
Telephone: (202) 628-0871 
Internet: www.sentencingproject.org
National Center for Policy Analysis 
601 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 
Suite 900 South Building 
Washington, D.C. 20004 
Telephone: (202) 628-6671 
Internet: www.ncpa.org
Key Words and Points

For further information about the ongoing debate over prison overcrowding, search for the following words and terms in electronic databases and other publications:
Mandatory sentencing 
Rockefeller drug laws 
"Three strikes" laws 
War on drugs




Modern Language Association (MLA)
Citation: "Prison Overcrowding." Issues & Controversies On File 16 Jan. 2004. Issues & Controversies. Facts On File News Services. 10 Apr. 2008 <http://www.2facts.com>.


American Psychological Association (APA)
Citation: The title of the article or cartoon. (2004, January 16). Issues & Controversies On File. Retrieved April 10, 2008, from Issues & Controversies

See the American Psychological Association (APA) Style Citations for more information on citing in APA style.



Record URL: 

http://www.2facts.com/RecordUrl.asp?article=/icof/search/i0900010.asp
Copyright © 2008 Facts On File. All Rights Reserved.

Sources | Terms of Use | Privacy Policy | About Us | About this Database | Contact Us | FAQs

	


_1269357829.unknown

_1269357831.unknown

_1269357832.unknown

_1269357830.unknown

_1269357825.unknown

_1269357827.unknown

_1269357828.unknown

_1269357826.unknown

_1269357821.unknown

_1269357823.unknown

_1269357824.unknown

_1269357822.unknown

_1269357819.unknown

_1269357820.unknown

_1269357818.unknown

_1269357816.unknown

