Is There a Corrections Bubble?

By Christopher A. Innes

Author’s Note: The views expressed in
this article are those of the author and
do not reflect the policies of the Nation-
al Institute of Corrections. The author
wishes to thank Donna Ledbetter for
her editorial assistance on this article.

he latest Bureau of Justice

Statistics (BJS) figures on

correctional populations,

released in December 2009,
give fresh evidence that the field may
be undergoing a historic transforma-
tion. The figures show that the
growth of correctional populations
has stalled. Given that these figures
are more than a year old, it is likely
that these populations are already
shrinking. After decades of coping
with ever-rising population pres-
sures, corrections may be faced with
a new challenge: managing rapidly
decreasing populations while pre-
serving public safety in times of dwin-
dling resources.

The two BJS population reports,
Prisoners in 2008 and Probation and
Parole in the United States, 2008,
showed that from year-end 2007 to
year-end 2008 national correctional
populations grew by less than 1 per-
cent.! The U.S. prison population grew
by 0.8 percent, less than one-half the
average growth rate since 2000 and
only one-third of the average annual
growth rate during the 1990s. These
figures at the national level mask an
even greater fundamental change
occurring in many states; 20 states
reported decreases in their inmate
populations. Twenty-eight states
reported decreases in the incarcera-
tion rate, with 11 states reporting
decreases of more than 10 percent. In
terms of statistical trends, this is a
startling change. In 2007, the Public
Safety Performance Project of the Pew
Charitable Trusts published a report
with states’ own projections of their
prison population.? At that time, no
states projected a decline in their pop-
ulation through 2011, and only four
states expected a decline in their
incarceration rate by that year.

This trend is not limited to prisons
only; it is affecting the entire U.S. cor-
rectional population. Both probation
and parole populations grew by only
0.9 percent in 2008. The available
information on jail populations shows
a similar pattern, a 0.7 percent
increase in 2008. Twenty states and
the federal system had decreases in
their probation population and 15
states had decreases in their parole
population.

BIJS collected its 2008 prison popu-
lation figures shortly after the national
fiscal crisis reached its climax. During
the last year, that crisis has had a dra-
matic effect on government revenues
and budgets, and it will continue to
affect these sectors for several years
to come. William Spelman, an econo-
mist at the University of Texas,
showed that one important factor dri-
ving the “prison boom” was states’
access to money to expand prison sys-
tems.? Now that funding has tight-
ened, instead of building prisons,
many states are closing them. As the
National Conference of State Legisla-
tures (NCSL) said in a recent state
budget update, “The state revenue
nightmare continues.”

NCSL provides up-to-date inform-
ation on state revenues and has
continuously been monitoring and doc-
umenting state trends and their effects.
In its State Budget Update: November
2009, NCSL stated that 36 states had
reported new budget gaps totalling
$28.2 billion for fiscal year (FY) 2010, in
addition to the $149.9 billion gap that
states already closed in their original
2010 budgets. Many states reported
that revenues were even lower than
their already dismal projections and
that some reported they were experi-
encing cost overruns. In some of those
states, the corrections budget is a
problem.

Historically, the worst budget gaps
come after a national recovery has
begun. NCSL analysts report that 31
states already anticipate shortfalls
totaling more than $55 billion in FY

2011, and 20 states expect gaps of
more than $69 billion in FY 2012. More
than a dozen states said they expect
gaps of more than 10 percent of their
budgets for these years. These early
estimates may well go much higher,
just as recent state budget estimates
have proved too optimistic.

Admissions Down,
Releases Up

Especially significant in the BJS
reports are early indications that the
dynamic that has been driving the
growth of correctional populations is
shifting. The reports indicate that
admissions to U.S. prisons were down
0.5 percent and releases were up 2
percent nationally. Again, the impor-
tant story is at the state level. Thirty
states reported a decrease in admis-
sions and 29 states and the federal
system reported increases in releases.
Community corrections populations
have shown a similar pattern in recent
years. From 2006 to 2008, admissions
to probation grew at an average rate
of 1.5 percent while releases grew at
an average rate of 2.4 percent. In 2008,
releases from parole grew by 5.6 per-
cent while admission to parole grew
by only 2.1 percent. Expirations of
incarceration sentences and increas-
ing completion rates for those on pro-
bation or parole appear to be driving
the growth in releases. The shift
toward fewer people entering the sys-
tem and more leaving it may indicate
that modern sentencing practices,
many of them enacted 30 years ago,
have run their course, and as those
sentences expire, releases will continue
to outpace admissions.

None of this implies that correc-
tions problems are going to “solve
themselves” through the combina-
tion of reversing historical trends
and modern economic pressures. If
anything, they will become far more
challenging and will require the field
to develop the insight needed to
meet those challenges.



Budget gaps alone do not drive
down correctional populations. Of
the 20 states whose incarceration
rates rose, 15 reported budget gaps.
The political challenges in many
states are as daunting as the econom-
ic ones, and elected officials must
address the many demands and often
conflicting concerns of the public. An
October 2009 Gallup Poll reports that
even though crime rates have been
falling for nearly 15 years, about
three-quarters of the public believe
they are rising.’

The corrections field must also be
ready for its own transformation. As
admission and release rates change,
perceptions about current inmate
populations will also have to change.
There is no guarantee that correc-
tional populations will decline, but if
they do, the nation will face an after-
math in the form of the millions of
people who face significant, long-
term barriers to community reinte-
gration. With the advent of new
research highlighting changes in
admission and release, it behooves
the nation to notice and anticipate
the avenues of new growth that it will
open for the field.
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