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Introduction
We are in a state of budgetary and
humanitarian crisis. While California remains the wealthiest state in
the country,1 our social safety net and
education system is vanishing before
our eyes. The State has sacrificed programs that support working families in
exchange for tax policies that favor the
very wealthy and the largest and deadliest prison system in the world.
While this crisis hurts everyone, poor and
working class people and communities of
color bear the brunt of our budget failures.
Instead of funding affordable homes, we
are housing over 160,000 people in overcrowded prisons and jails and shipping
over 10,000 people to private out-of-state
prisons.2 Instead of funding In Home Support Services3 and community medical and
mental healthcare, we are building prison
hospitals. Instead of building community
colleges, we are building county jails.
We can and must change
California’s priorities.

We cannot solve California’s budget
crisis or build strong, stable communities without stopping prison construction, reducing the number of
people in prison, and using the saved
resources to stop cuts to education
and our vanishing social safety net.
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Data
Source:
California
Department
of Corrections and
Rehabilitation. California’s
Correctional Facilities. 2008. http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/
visitors/docs/20081124-WEBmapbooklet%202.pdf

We have the solutions we need, but we
must act now. Thus far, prisons have been
the exception for budget cuts. Seventy percent of Californians favor spending cuts in
prisons and corrections.4
This budget crisis provides an urgent
opportunity to dramatically shift the
state’s funding priorities away from
policing and imprisonment and toward education, healthcare, jobs, and
housing. Brown’s budget proposal
threatens yet another round of devastating cuts to vital programs. Instead,
we can re-unite families, strengthen
communities, and save billions of
dollars by supporting people coming
home from prison and implementing
basic changes to parole policy and
sentencing laws.

Prison Spending and the
Budget Crisis at a Glance:

Source: Newfield, C. (2008). Unmaking the Public University:
The Forty-Year Assault on the Middle Class. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

•

California’s 2011 Budget is
$84.6 Billion 8

•

Our deficit for 2011 is
$25.4 Billion 9

•

The budget proposal includes
a 1% cut to Corrections,
a 15% cut to Higher Education,
and a 21% cut to Health and
Human Services funding 10

Data Source: State of California, Department of Finance tables,
http://lao.ca.gov/laoapp/LAOMenus/lao_menu-economics.aspx

We recommend that the state of California should immediately:
1. Stop All Prison and Jail Construction.5 AB900 will charge taxpayers $12
Billion to construct 53,000 new prison and jail beds, and will sunset in 2017.6 If we
force the sun to set on AB 900 now, tomorrow will be a brighter day for California.
2. Reduce Overcrowding and Release our Tax Dollars. California is lagging
behind states like New York, Michigan, New Jersey, and Texas who have dramatically reduced their prison populations through sentencing reform and re-entry
support while upholding public safety. 7
3. Stop the Cuts and Invest in Our Future. The only way to protect our communities from the devastating impacts of a failed economy is by investing in education, affordable housing, jobs, and mental and medical healthcare for everyone.
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Stop All Prison
and Jail Construction
California’s history shows us that
construction is a false solution to
overcrowding. With more than
165,000 people living in cages in
California and more than 20 prisons built in the last 30 years,11 some
politicians have still not learned the
remarkably clear lesson: if we build
them, we will overfill them.
On August 4th, 2009, a 3-judge
panel in the Plata/Coleman case
ruled that the only way to provide
an “adequate level” of mental and
medical health care in California’s prisons would be to reduce
overcrowding.12 Rather than comply
with the order, the state is currently
reducing funds for healthcare inside
prisons even further, appealing the
courts’ decision to the US Supreme
Court, and by continuing to try to
implement AB 900.
New prison and jail construction
has not increased safety, solved
overcrowding, or provided promised economic benefits to rural
communities. Yet, for thirty years
we have tried to build our way out
of our social, economic and political problems. It is past time to reverse this trend.
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*Local spending includes counties and municipalities.
Source: Sabol, William J., Heather Couture, and Paige M. Harrison. 2007. Prisoners in 2006. Washington, DC: Bureau of
Justice Statistics; Pastore, Ann L., and Kathleen Maguire, eds.
Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics Online, Table 6.61.2005.
http://www.albany.edu/sourcebook/pdf/t6612005.pdf

Canceling construction and
expansion will save the state
billions!
Prison and jail expansion comes at high
costs to Californians. Some of the costs to
prisoners and their communities include
isolation, mental and medical health
problems, family separation, financial
devastation, and other types of damaging
instability. Once released, many former
prisoners struggle to find employment or
housing due to intensive discrimination.
While the staggering social costs of mass
imprisonment target certain communities,
the fiscal impacts affect every Californian.

AB900 provides for many different types of prison and jail expansion:
• $1.2 BILLION for local jail bed expansion—Importantly, counties will still have
to shoulder half the costs of these very expensive construction projects, and will pay
the full operating costs of the jails each year. See more on how new jails hurt counties
below.
• $2.6 BILLION for re-entry prisons13—Rather than build expensive re-entry
prisons, California should invest in community-based re-entry support and services
that will re-unite families, reduce recidivism, and save millions of dollars.
• $3.5 BILLION for new mental/medical health beds at existing prisons14—
Rather than pay enormous sums to imprison very ill people, we should release them to
the community and use the saved funds to stop cuts to healthcare statewide.
• At least $4.6 BILLION
in interest15—One of the many
hidden costs of prison construction
is years of accruing debt from
Lease Revenue Bonds.16 Building
today will affect California’s
finances for years to come.
• At least $1.6 BILLION a
year in operating costs17—This
is likely a conservative number,
given that the medical and mental
health beds will have much higher
than average operating costs.
Source: A primer on state bonds. January 1996.
California: Legislative Analysts Office. http://lao.ca.gov
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Prisons and jails drain county budgets!

• Counties that receive
AB900 funding must still
cover all annual operating
costs. Even if counties get AB 900
money for jail or prison expansion
projects, the counties must cover all
operating costs, siphoning money away
from other services. In one example, Amador
County is on track to get $22.7 million from the
state, but will have to cover the estimated $8 million per
year to operate the new cages for decades to come.18
• Increased operations costs for county jails means deeper cuts in
vital services. Municipal budgets are in the midst of their own budget
crises. Libraries are being closed,19 after-school programs shut down, services to
veterans cut back and transit fares increased.20
• Counties must pay to upgrade infrastructure. Counties often spend millions
to upgrade infrastructure required to run new jails, ranging from new lights to road
improvements.
Canceling all jail and prison construction will prevent unnecessary spending and
human suffering not only in this year, but for decades to come. The combined cost
to the state and to counties of construction debt service and ongoing operating costs
exceeds $10 billion. We must not invest in prisons and jails that Californians don’t
want, don’t need, and can’t afford.
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Data Source: California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. Key - Map of AB 900
Projects. November 1, 2010. http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/Reentry/docs/AB_900_Map.pdf

Expanding county jails
will put even more pressure on county budgets that are already
stretched dangerously
thin.

Reduce Overcrowding
and Release Our Tax Dollars
The time to reduce California’s prison
population is now. California’s prison,
sentencing and parole systems have been
found to be inhumane, ineffective, and
far too costly by dozens of criminal justice
experts, government analysts, community organizations, and residents. The key
steps to addressing the most egregious
human rights violations and saving California billions of dollars are implementing
basic reforms to sentencing and parole
and better supporting people coming
home from prison.

fice, the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation and strategies
other states have used to reduce their imprisoned population, CURB puts forward
several strategies we recommend for
reducing the prison population, as well
as the estimated savings associated with
each recommendation.

The strategies we chose to highlight here
are supported by multiple experts, and
are just some of the dozens of evidencebased opportunities for safely reducing
our prison population. We urge California
California can’t wait. After reviewing pro- to consider additional opportunities such
posals from the Legislative Analysts Of- as paroling eligible lifers, amending or
repealing Juvenile Life
Without Parole convictions, releasing survivors
of domestic violence,
reforming drug sentencing laws, expanding medical parole and
utilizing compassionate
release, reducing parole
term lengths and many
more. For more recommendations, see CURB’s
50 Ways to Reduce the
Prison Population.21
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• Eliminating return-to-custody as
a sanction for administrative and
technical parole violations. 70,000
people would not return to prison, state
would save $700 million .22

from prison. 1,052 people would not
return to prison and the state would save
$32,668,808.28

• Amend the Three Strikes law so
that the second and third strike must
also be classified as “serious or violent”. 4,431 people would be released25
and the state would save $50,000,000.26

• Release or discharge all people
who are terminally ill and permanently medically incapacitated. Releasing the 1,500 sickest prisoners would
save the state $500,000,000.32

• Establish community-based restorative and transformative justice pro• Releasing people who are “men- grams as an alternative to prison for
tally ill” to community-based mental youth. 139 youth would be released and
health treatment programs. 39,411 the state would save $86,346,939.29
people would be released and the state
• Discharge people who have been
would save $1.2 billion .23
civilly committed “civil narcotic ad• Repeal the Three Strikes Law. dicts”30. 908 people impacted would
41,724 people would be released and the be released and the state would save
state would save over $1.25 billion. 24
$24,970,000.31

• Provide education and/or job train- • Release people over 55. 13,600 people
ing to every person in prison. 1,554 would be released and the state would save
people would not return to prison, state $816,000,000.33
would save $53,393,886.27
• Make drug possession a misde• Provide community-based drug meanor. Eliminates barriers to reentry
treatment to people coming home and the state would save $450,000,000.34

Total savings: over $5.2 billion dollars!35

10

These proposals are overlapping in both human and fiscal impact. For example, many
3rd Strikers are also over 55; many of the people who would benefit from restored
programming would also benefit from parole reform. This list demonstrates the range
of options we have at hand to resolve our prison and budget crises. By implementing
one, some, or all of these reforms, California could reduce the prison population, and
save anywhere from several million to several billion dollars.
While reducing the prison population is critical to the health of those locked up and
their loved ones, the money saved through such measures can also be re-invested in
the basic services that help communities and people thrive.
“The hundreds of millions spent to lock up thousands of Californians for petty drug possession
is an irresponsible expenditure of scarce state resources. The Drug Policy Alliance recommends
eliminating prison sentences for petty possession and providing drug treatment instead – and
putting the rest of the savings into health and human services and education.”
—Margaret Dooley-Sammuli, Deputy State Director Drug Policy Alliance
“The Three Strikes Law adds multiple years’ imprisonment for anyone sentenced under it. If the law
were amended to eliminate non violent and petty crimes, which is the way it functions in other states,
taxpayers would save over a billion dollars yearly and significantly reduce the prison population.”
—Geri Silva, Director of Families to Amend California’s Three Strikes and the Fair Chance Project
“L.A.’s and California’s addiction to incarceration has bankrupted our ability to provide K-12
and higher education, medical care, job training and economic development, housing and other
essential services to everyone in the state. The Youth Justice Coalition advocates for sentencing
reform – including ending the Three Strikes Law; ending youth Life Without Parole and other
extreme sentences; releasing older, disabled and seriously-ill people; releasing people incarcerated for drug possession; and creating a sentencing commission.”
—Kim McGill, Organizer with the Youth Justice Coalition
“Stopping prison and jail construction and releasing prisoners is key to ending California’s reliance on imprisonment to “solve” social and economic problems. We all agree that the system
shouldn’t get any bigger. CURB’s work connects all the people and visions who make up the
grassroots movement to dismantle the prison industrial complex.
—Lisa Marie Alatorre, Campaign Director for Critical Resistance
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Stop the Cuts and
Invest in Our Future
During a time when almost all of us are
affected by unemployment and the
foreclosure crisis, our legislators continue to prioritize the failed policy of
mass imprisonment over the programs
that build strong, healthy communities and a sustainable economy. We
deserve better.

These alarming cuts provide
a sense of what is being cut
of out of 2011-2012 budget:36

•      $1.5 Billion to CALWorks
•      $1.7 Billion to Medi-Cal
•      $486 Million from In Home
Support Services

Communities from Fresno to Los
•     $1 Billion from the UC and
Angeles to Sacramento have been
       CSU Systems
harmed by the outsourcing of jobs,
•     $750 Million to Childcare and
rural land devaluation, regressive tax
Development Programs
policy that favors the wealthy, imprisonment, and by the steady dismantling
There is no economic or political justification
of California’s social safety net.
for the devastating social safety net cuts in
Our state has seen different budgets the Governor’s 2011-2012 Budget. Far from
for corporations, budgets for the seeding California’s revival, the current Budwealthiest Californians, and budgets get proposal sells out California’s long-term
that wreak a quiet but steady havoc economic wellbeing. The future of California
upon our communities. It is time to re- depends upon our willingness to plug these
invest in California’s future by building gaps with corrections dollars and progressive
revenue reforms.
a Budget for Humanity.
Our revenue system is so dramatically unbalanced that
reducing the prison population will not solve California’s budget problems on its own. CURB believes that
revenue generating measures are critical to restoring
California, and when paired with our outlined population reduction measures, complete the equation for
reinvesting in our communities.
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Some revenue generating measures
we support include:
·
·
·
·

Reinstating property tax by reforming
or repealing Proposition 13 37
Closing corporate tax loopholes
Instating an oil severance tax 38
Applying a foreclosure tax to banks 39

Join the Fight
Poll after poll has shown that this Budget for
Humanity is much closer to what Californians
actually want than the proposals being put
forth by Governor Brown or the legislature.
Our ideas are not new, or even controversial,
but to achieve them we need people power. We
need organizing. We need you.
Californians United for a Responsible Budget
(CURB) is a statewide alliance of over 40 organizations working to curb prison spending by
reducing the number of people in prison and
the number of prisons in California.

With your help, we can:

1. Stop All Prison and Jail
Construction.
2. Reduce Overcrowding and
Release our Tax Dollars.
3. Stop the Cuts and Invest
in Our Future.
You can be a part of the plan
to save California from becoming a giant-sized prison.

Five Steps You Can Take Toward a Budget for Humanity
1. Sign on to the Budget for Humanity. Signed statements will be presented to
local and state representatives.
2. Contact a CURB representative to give a presentation at your organization,
home, school, church, or community center.
3. Join Californians United for a Responsible Budget. CURB seeks to curb
prison spending by reducing the number of people in prison and the number of prisons in
the state. We are always seeking new member organizations who are working on issues
related to incarceration or who are otherwise concerned with our state budget priorities.
4. Tell Gov. Brown to Reduce the Prison Population Now. Let him know you
Support a divestment from the Corrections budget. Demand that California’s safety
net be re-vitalized.
5. Learn More! Find out what is happening in your community to stop the expansion
of California’s prisons and jails.
For more information, contact CURB at 510-435-1176, email:
info@curbprisonspending.org, or visit our website at www.
curbprisonspending.org.
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