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Written Testimony from Lois Ahrens, Director of the Real Cost of Prisons Project. The RCPP is a Northampton-based  national organization which brings together justice activists, political economists, artists, justice policy researchers and people directly experiencing the impact of mass incarceration to create workshops, materials and other resources which explore the immediate and long-term costs of incarceration on the individual, her/his family, community and the nation. 

This Sunday the (May 6th ) Boston Herald ran a story entitled “County jails seen as dangerously crowded.”  The headline appears to be the opening salvo in an ongoing effort by sheriffs and district attorneys to convince legislators and the public that the only way to address issues of crime and punishment is through incarceration in the Commonwealth’s jails and prisons. 
In Western Massachusetts, the Hampden County Sheriff Ashe appears to know in advance of the opening of the new jail for women that he will need 56 additional cells. He estimates that the project could cost between $7 million to $10 million in addition to the $26.1 million already spent on the new jail.
Unfortunately, Sheriff Ashe’s prediction may be true as long as we continue to believe that locking people in cages will cure to drug addiction and mental illness. If past is an indicator of the future,  sheriffs and wardens know the legislature and the public will unquestioningly continue to funnel billions of dollars into “corrections” if we policy continues to be driven by fear of crime and alternatives are cast as unrealistic and costly. Money for more prisons and jails will be touted as the solution, despite the fact that no relationship between less crime and mass incarceration can be proven.  
What drives the need for more prisons and jails?
The War on Drugs

In 2003 23 % of women incarcerated were convicted of crimes against a person and 77% for drug offences, DUI, property crimes and prostitution. 85% of women in jail were there for crimes relating to addiction. 59% of men and 68% of women entering the MA state prison system reported past injection or inhalation of drugs.

Despite the fact that the majority of people in Massachusetts’s jails and prisons are their because of substance abuse, funding for substance abuse programs remain severely under funded. 
Economic Benefits of Treating Substance Abuse Outweigh Costs

 

Research partially funded by Robert Wood Johnson Foundation suggests that every dollar invested in substance abuse treatment yields $7 worth of economic benefits

  * From a societal perspective, every dollar invested in substance abuse treatment yields $7 in benefits. On average, treatment costs $1,600 and is associated with $11,500 in benefits during a nine-month follow-up period to treatment initiation. The net benefits are primarily due to reduced costs of crime and increased employment earnings. The total costs related to crime and incarceration decreased by $7,500 per person treated, while employment earnings increased by $3,400.

    * Treatment is associated with a $200 reduction in costs for emergency room visits. Costs for inpatient hospital visits and mental health services also decreased, but these results were not statistically significant.

    * Benefits of treatment outweigh costs for both outpatient and residential treatment settings.  The type of treatment necessary varies with the needs of the individual patient and all treatment modalities studied had higher benefits than costs. Outpatient treatment has an 11:1 ratio of benefits to cost, while residential treatment has a 6:1 ratio. 

The cost of incarcerating someone in MA is $44,000 a year. 

We also cannot overlook the fact that African Americans and Latinos are incarcerated at disproportionately high rates compared to their numbers in the general population. As in all other states, racism continues to drive incarceration. According to The Sentencing Project:
· African Americans, whites, Latinos constitute 13% of the nation’s monthly drug users. 

· African Americans are 35% of those arrested for drug possession 

· African Americans are 55% of drug possession convictions

· African Americans are 74% of those sentenced to prison for drug possession
In Massachusetts African Americans and Latinos make up 12% of the population and 54% of those incarcerated.  Juveniles incarcerated are 62% children of color. (MA Department of Youth Services- April 2002)

The Sentencing Commission on Sentencing Practices in MA indicates that mandatory minimum policies for drug offenses has a disproportionate effect persons of color  For example, 81% of persons convicted of mandatory minimums in FY99 were persons of color while 19% were White; Hispanics were committed to state prisons for drug offenses at a rate 81 times higher than non-Hispanic Whites.
School Zone Enhanced Mandatory Minimums
In 1989 Massachusetts, the legislature provided for a minimum mandatory two-year incarceration for possessing or dealing illegal drugs within 1000 feet of a primary, secondary or vocational school. The two years can be in addition to any other punishment imposed.  In “An Empirical Study of School Zone Law in 3 Cities in MA” (Brownsberger and Aromaa) found in Springfield:  “Although less than 1% of the drug dealing cases involved sales to minors, approximately 80% occurred within school zones.”  Due to the density of schools in urban areas, enforcement of School Zone mandatory minimums are used at the discretion of district attorneys with some DA’s more severely punishing people who live in certain communities than in others. The use and I would argue abuse, of school zone enhancements serves to fill jails in urban communities such as Springfield where women especially receive school zone sentencing “enhancements” for possessing drugs. School zone mandatory minimums should be reduced to 100 feet of a school and should be enforced for people selling drugs to minors.
Bail Reform

Today approximately 1/2 of women being held at the Hampden County jail are there because they are too poor to make bail of $200- $500. Often their inability to make bail means that they and their children will become homeless and remain homeless further destabilizing their life, the life of their children and extended family.

The Community Alternatives to Jail Project has documented successful pre-trial and bail reform programs currently taking place throughout the country with positive results. County sheriffs are taking the initiative to relieve overcrowding through innovative programs.  For specific examples and contacts names and information, please see www.CAJEProject.org. 

Life Without Parole
The Bureau of Justice Statistics found that Massachusetts now has 16.9% of people incarcerated serving life-sentences. To put this in relation to another state; Alabama has 17.3% of incarcerated men and women serving life sentences. It is estimated that the cost of incarcerating someone for 40 years is more than one million dollars. Research shows that increases in Life Without Parole sentencing has not been the result of increase in violent crime, but longer mandatory sentences, and more restrictive parole and commutation policies. If we are to seriously examine the reasons for the overcrowding of prisons, the on-going increase in life without parole need to be revisited
Mandatory minimum sentences
Mandatory minimum sentencing laws require harsh, automatic prison terms for those convicted of certain crimes, most often drug offenses. Congress enacted mandatory minimums in 1986 and toughened them in 1988 to apply to drug conspiracies and certain gun offenses. The sentence is determined solely by the weight and type of drug, or the presence of a firearm during a felony offense. 
  
Mandatory minimums shift control over sentencing to prosecutors. Prosecutors determine the charge, which can require a mandatory sentence.   Judges no longer consider the fact of each case or the individual’s role. If it is, only the weight and type of drug, or the presence of a firearm during a felony offense, determines its length. The judge cannot lower a mandatory sentence because of the circumstances of the case or a person’s role, motivation, or likelihood of repeating the crime. 

Judges – not legislators, prosecutors, or defense attorneys – should determine appropriate sentences based on the facts of each case they consider.
  
Conclusion 
When the public is polled, they say that incarceration cannot solve the deep social and economic problems that drive crime nor is criminalizing addiction a more viable approach than treating it as an illness. (“Changing Public Attitudes Toward the Criminal Justice System”, Peter G. Hart, February 2002) Yet, incarceration and the building of jails continue. What we need is drug treatment, childhood sexual abuse prevention, quality education and job training. These are long-term solutions; however, right now, we can alleviate jail overcrowding and the need for more and bigger jails though bail reform and pre-trial diversion programs and the diversion of resources from jails and prisons to drug treatment and meaningful job training. 
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