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Executive Director’s letter

Dear Friends,

I’m proud to share our 2014-2015 annual report recapping the Prison 
Policy Initiative’s most recent accomplishments during a year when 
criminal justice reform has increasingly been in the news. 

I co-founded the Prison Policy Initiative to build justice reform 
campaigns that accomplish two goals: achieve real change on specific 
issues and make the larger point that the harm of mass criminalization 
extends far beyond the people who are locked up. We tackle complex 
issues like prison gerrymandering and the prison telephone industry, but 
also help build the movement’s general infrastructure by providing long-
absent data and resources.

For example, last year we published a report that provided state-by-state 
data on racial disparities in incarceration, filling a need that the federal 
government stopped meeting in 2006. And this year we produced a 
report on the pre-incarceration incomes of incarcerated people; this 
income data for men hadn’t been updated since 1993, and the data for 
women since, well, never. I’m proud to say that part of what makes the 
Prison Policy Initiative unique is that we know what data gaps are 
preventing the criminal justice reform movement from moving forward 
and we have the creativity to find ways to answer the questions that 
seem unanswerable at first glance.

This year, while we made significant progress bringing fairness to the 
prison and jail telephone industry, we also learned of and confronted 
two new ways that companies and correctional 
facilities are exploiting incarcerated people 
and their families. First up was the video 
visitation industry, a technology that holds the 
promise to erase the significant physical 
distance between prison and home that makes 
visiting so difficult, but, as our groundbreaking 
report by Bernadette Rabuy found, the reality 
falls far short of the technology’s potential. 
The technology doesn’t work well, and worse, 
it is most often implemented as a step in the 
wrong direction: as a fee-based mandatory 
replacement to traditional visits.  Bernadette’s 
January report has transformed this industry, 
empowering families and facilities to fight 
back against bad contracts and shaming the 
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industry’s leader into ending its requirement that the facilities that use 
its technology stimulate demand by banning in-person visits. 

We also partnered with volunteer attorney Stephen Raher to take on 
another expanding predatory industry: prepaid release cards. When 
someone is released from prison or jail, the facility often owes that 
person money for any number of reasons including because they were 
arrested with money in their pocket, because family sent in money or 
because they had a job on the inside. The new trend is to replace the old 
system of paying people with cash or checks with a new system of pre-
paid MasterCards that come with exorbitant fees. These cards charge 
some of the poorest people in this country fees like $3.50/week to have 
the card, $0.95 to make a purchase, and $30 to close the account. That’s 
just unconscionable. Stephen’s research sparked press coverage of this 
previously hidden industry and was the core of our letter to the 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau calling for regulation of these 
abusive cards in its next regulatory update.

Stephen’s work is just one example of an exciting change this year in 
how we work: our Young Professionals Network, which allows us to use 
powerful, specialized skills to advance the movement for criminal 
justice reform. Historically, most of our volunteer or internship 
opportunities have been based in our office around regular working 
hours. But this year, we’ve finally grown to the point where we can 
create a new network that allows less frequent but more focused 
contributions from working people throughout the country who want 
to use their skills in concert with our dedicated staff to improve our 
criminal justice system. 

Our first project with the network was creating a series of short videos 
about the video visitation industry with New York City comedians who 
showed us that it’s possible to make people laugh while raising 
awareness about one of the most upsetting “innovations” to hit criminal 
justice in years (see p. 9-10). Programmer Jacob Mitchell made it 
possible for us to produce the sentencing enhancement zones animation 
(p. 12), and data scientist Daniel Kopf made essential data accessible 
with our recent reports about the racial geography of mass incarceration 
and the low pre-incarceration incomes of incarcerated people (pp. 6 and 
15).

This past year also brought accomplished new members to our board. 
We are thrilled that Amanda Alexander, Khalilah L. Brown-Dean and 
Jason Stanley have joined our team (see interviews on pages 18–20).

On the financial front, I’m thrilled to report that we’ve made 
tremendous progress at diversifying our funding, putting the 
organization on a much stronger footing. We’ve brought in new 
foundation partners and our individual donors have increased in both 
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number and generosity (page 21). 

While we still struggle to raise funds dedicated for our founding project 
focusing on the prison industry’s distortion of the political process 
(a.k.a. prison gerrymandering, p. 5-6), we continue to be blessed with 
an increase in flexible support that allows us to take advantage of new 
opportunities presented by the rapidly changing movement against 
mass incarceration. 

I thank you for your partnership, and for being a key part of our 
victories over the past year. Please celebrate with me.

In gratitude,

Peter Wagner
Executive Director
September 22, 2015

PS. Visitors to our website know that the Prison Policy Initiative is one 
of the most prolific reform organizations out there. To stay on top of 
our work, check out:

• Our email newsletters with the highlights of our campaigns and 
new research from our colleagues. See http://
www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe/

• Twitter, Facebook and YouTube. We’re @PrisonPolicy on 
Twitter.

 

3 

http://www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe/
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe/
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe/
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe/
https://twitter.com/PrisonPolicy
https://twitter.com/PrisonPolicy


Who we are

The non-profit, non-partisan Prison Policy Initiative produces cutting 
edge research to expose the broader harm of mass incarceration, and 
then sparks advocacy campaigns to create a more just society.

The Prison Policy Initiative was founded in 2001 to document and 
publicize how mass incarceration undermines our national welfare. Our 
team has grown to three dedicated staff members who, along with 
student interns and volunteers, shape national reform campaigns from 
our office in Western Massachusetts.
Staff

• Aleks Kajstura, Legal Director
• Bernadette Rabuy, Policy & Communications Associate
• Peter Wagner, Executive Director

Students, interns and volunteers
• Ted Alexandro, Actor, Video Visitation Comedy Videos
• Siobhan Beasley, Writer & Young Professionals Network 

Coordinator
• Dewey Caddell, Crew, Video Visitation Comedy Videos 
• Catherine Cain, Smith College Work Study 
• Luke Delahanty, Video editor, Video Visitation Comedy 

Videos
• Corey Frost, Alternative Spring Break
• Sarah Hertel-Fernandez, Summer Research Associate
• Elydah Joyce, Research Associate 
• Yoo Eun Kim, Smith College Work Study
• Daniel Kopf, Young Professionals Network
• Haldane McFall, Director of Photography, Video Visitation 

Comedy Videos
• Jacob Mitchell, Young Professionals Network
• Stephen Raher, Young Professionals Network
• Sophia Robohn, RRASC Intern 
• Ben Rosen, Actor , Video Visitation Comedy Videos 
• Leah Sakala, Senior Policy Analyst
• Arielle Sharma, Alternative Spring Break
• Phebe Szatmari, Director, Video Visitation Comedy Videos

Consultants: 
• Bill Cooper, GIS Consultant
• Bob Machuga, Graphic Design Consultant 
• Jordan Miner, Programming Consultant

Board of Directors*:
• Amanda Alexander, Director

Child Advocacy Law Clinic, University of Michigan Law 
School

• Neelum Arya, Director 
Research Director, Epstein Program in Public Interest Law 
and Policy, UCLA School of Law

• Rachel Bloom, Director

• Khalilah L. Brown-Dean, Director
Associate Professor of Political Science, Quinnipiac 
University

• Ruth Greenwood, Director 
Staff Attorney and Voting Rights Project Coordinator, 
Chicago Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law

• Annette Johnson, Director
Senior Vice President and Vice Dean, General Counsel, 
NYU Langone Medical Center

• Drew Kukorowski, Clerk, 
Attorney, Council for Children's Rights

• Eric Lotke, President, 
Author of Making Manna.

• Michael Leo Owens, Director
Associate Professor, Emory University

• Jason Stanley, Director
Professor of Philosophy, Yale University

• Heather Ann Thompson, Director
Professor of History, University of Michigan

• Sarah Walker, Director 
Co-founder, Minnesota Second Chance Coalition

• Angela Wessels, Treasurer
*Organizations for identification purposes only.

Advisory Board*:
• Andrew Beveridge, Sociology, Queens College
• Alec Ewald, Political Science, University of Vermont
• Barbara Fedders, UNC School of Law
• Alex Friedmann, Prison Legal News
• Barbara Graves-Poller, The Legal Aid Society
• Joseph “Jazz” Hayden, plaintiff, Hayden v. Pataki
• Dale Ho, Director of Voting Rights Project, ACLU
• Daniel Jenkins, democracy activist, plaintiff, Longway v. 

Jefferson
• Bruce Reilly, Formerly Incarcerated and Convicted People’s 

Movement
• Brigette Sarabi, Partnership for Safety and Justice
• Janice Thompson, Midwest Democracy Network
• Brenda Wright, Dēmos: A Network for Ideas and Action
• Rebecca Young, Attorney

*Organizations for identification purposes only.
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http://www.prisonersofthecensus.org/ 

The Census Bureau’s practice of counting more than two million incarcerated people where 
they are imprisoned awards undue political clout to the people that live near prisons at the 
expense of everyone else. 

Before we released our first 
report documenting prison 
gerrymandering in New York 
just over a decade ago, no one 
knew that prison 
gerrymandering was distorting 
our democracy and impeding 
criminal justice reform. Today, 
our work has sparked 
successful legislation in 
multiple states, won major 
civil rights victories in the 
courts, and made the 
problem of prison 
gerrymandering a key issue 
for state legislators, local 
government officials, voting 
rights and civil rights advocates, researchers, and journalists. 

This year marked great progress:

• We’re winning in the states. In Massachusetts, the legislature 
sent a bipartisan resolution to the Census Bureau 
calling on the federal government to end 
prison gerrymandering. In two states 
(Rhode Island and Minnesota), bills to end 
prison gerrymandering passed the state Senate, 
and in New Jersey and Illinois the bills were 
passed out of House committees. 
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Protecting our democracy from mass 
incarceration by ending prison gerrymandering 

With one in five U.S. residents now protected from prison gerrymandering, 
we’re well on our way towards a national solution, and the momentum for 
change continues to grow.
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• Our federal voting rights lawsuit challenging prison 
gerrymandering in Cranston, Rhode Island is currently before 
the Judge on a motion for summary judgment. We represent, 
along with the ACLU and Dēmos, residents whose votes were 
diluted by the city’s decision to give extra political influence to 
the city ward with the prison complex. We won a preliminary 
victory in September 2014 when the judge found that the 
incarcerated population’s “inclusion in Ward Six does nothing 
to advance the principle of representational equality.” 

• We demonstrated additional benefits of laws to end prison 
gerrymandering when we used the data from Maryland’s No 
Representation Without Population Act to produce the first-
ever detailed, statewide analysis of where incarcerated people 
come from. We published the data as part of a report focusing 
on Baltimore in partnership with the Justice Policy Institute, 
The Right Investment? Corrections Spending in Baltimore City.

• We’ve continued to make it easier for the public to understand 
how this methodological flaw in the Census distorts our 
democracy: 

o We produced a video with Board President Eric Lotke 
dispelling the common myth that the prison miscount 
impacts federal funding. As Eric explains, prison 
gerrymandering hurts democracy and vote equality but 
barely affects funding. 

o We published analyses of New York and Rhode Island 
showing why ending prison gerrymandering benefits 
99.9% of the state, not just those from communities 
hardest hit by incarceration. 

• We explained the racial character of prison gerrymandering in 
states and counties throughout the country with a new report, 
The Racial Geography of Mass Incarceration, finding that the way 
the Census Bureau counts incarcerated people labels counties as 
diverse when they are anything but. 

• Executive Director Peter Wagner, Board Member Drew 
Kukorowski, and Legal Director Aleks Kajstura gave nine 
invited presentations about ending prison gerrymandering in 
Connecticut, Minnesota, and North Carolina. Peter Wagner 
also traveled to Kentucky and Rhode Island to testify on the 
importance of protecting our democratic process from mass 
incarceration.
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(Left to right) Peter Wagner, Aleks 
Kajstura, Adam Lioz (Demos), Brenda 
Wright (Demos), Leah Sakala, and 
Sarah Hertel-Ferdandez outside the 
federal courthouse in Rhode Island 
after successful arguments opposing 
the City’s motion to dismiss our suit. 
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http://www.prisonpolicy.org/phones/

Some children have to pay $1/minute to talk to an incarcerated parent. Why? Because 
prisons and jails profit by granting monopoly telephone contracts to the company that will 
charge families the most. 

For more than ten years, families trying to stay in touch with 
incarcerated loved ones had been calling on the Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) to provide relief from exorbitant 
prison and jail telephone bills. Recognizing yet another way that mass 
incarceration punishes entire communities, we’ve made it a priority to 
help the FCC understand and regulate this previously hidden market.

The FCC is poised to protect more families by capping the costs of in-
state calls and addressing the abusive fees that are tacked onto calls. 
Legal Director Aleks Kajstura was invited to present our research at the 
FCC’s workshop in July 2014, and our research was cited five times 
throughout the November 2014 order requesting more feedback.

In January, we provided the FCC with six major research briefings on:

• The need for regulation of in-state calls home from prisons and 
jails, which make up 92% of all calls home. 

• Why the prison phone industry’s “compromise” proposal 
should be rejected because it is no better than, and in some ways 
worse than, the status quo.

• How the industry secretly and illegally pockets tens of millions 
of dollars from families when a loved one is released from 
prison or jail.

• How the hidden fees are continuing to, absent federal 
regulation, grow.

• How “Single-Call Programs” that charge $9.99-$14.99 for a 
single call are a blatant attempt to exploit panicking families 
and subvert existing regulations. 

• The real gap that can be filled by advanced communication 
services like email or voice services, but how the pricing raises 
questions about fairness. 
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Bringing fairness to the prison 
and jail phone industry

Aleks (center) presents on the 
pernicious role of fees in the prison 
telephone industry at the Federal 
Communications Commission’s July 
2014 workshop. At left is Darrell 
Baker of the Alabama Public 
Services Commission, and at right is 
Lee Petro, pro bono counsel for the 
Martha Wright petitioners.

Image source: Human Rights 
Defense Center
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We’re continuing to shine light on some of the most hidden corners of 
the prison phone industry:

• An analysis showing that prison phone company Securus’s 
profits skyrocketed after the FCC’s rate caps, meaning that 
Securus has managed to subvert existing regulations.

• A blog post explaining one of the industry’s dirtiest tricks: “fee 
harvesting,” where companies tack on hidden fees that double 
the price of a call. 

We’ve generated a broad range of press attention for the movement for 
prison phone justice including articles in Bloomberg Businessweek, the 
East Bay Express, International Business Times, and The New York Times 
as well as an editorial from The Boston Globe.

We are expecting the FCC to rule in October 2015.
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Mobile & Telecom

Serial's $2,500 Phone Bill and the Prison-Calling Racket

By Joshua Brustein December 17, 2014

The final installment of  “Serial,” a cult-fav
orite 

podcast re
investigating a 15-year-old murder case, will 

begin just lik
e every other episode with the names of  

two companies: First a
 partially mispronounced plug 

for the show’s sponsor, then an unpaid mention of  a 

prison telecom provider. “This is 
a Global Tel-Link 

prepaid call fro
m Adnan Syed, an inmate at a Maryland 

correctional facility.”

For those who haven’t followed along over the 

three-month run of  “Serial,” Syed was convicted in the 

1999 murder of  his high school ex-girlfri
end. The 

journalist r
etracing every facet of  his sto

ry, S
arah 

Koenig, recorded 40 hours of  phone conversations 

with Syed over the course of  her reporting. Clips fro
m 

their conversations—at turns aw
kward, revealing, and 

intimate—form the backbone of  the podcast. W
ithout 

Global Tel-Link, the show wouldn’t be possible.

other business. A
nd while the prison telecom creates 

the backdrop for “Serial,” it’s a
t the center of  a very 

different drama of  its o
wn. Prisoners and their families 

have long complained about the exorbitant rates for 

phone service. Now, after years of  inaction, the federal 

government is g
etting serious about reform.

Take Koenig’s 40 hours of  taped calls w
ith Syed, a 

detail she mentions in the second-to-last episode (the 

finale makes its 
debut on Thursday morning). In 2013, 

the top rate for telephone calls to
 prisons in the U.S. 

was 89¢ per minute plus a $3.95 per-call charge, 

according to data collected by the Federal 

Communications Commissio
n. At that rate, Koenig 

and Syed conversations could have easily exceeded 

$2,500. Representatives for “Serial” and Global Tel-

Link declined to comment for this sto
ry.

Here’s another way to think of  the exorbitant 

phone rates paid by prisoners: F
or the price of  single 

hour-long phone call at 89¢ per minute, you could buy 

a monthly wireless plan from Verizon (VZ) that 

includes unlimited voice calls and text messages, as 

well as 1 gigabyte of  data service.

The market for inmate phone services is u
nusual, 

to say the least. T
he prisons generally sign exclusive 

contracts with specialized phone carriers. In
stead of  

competing by offering the lowest-priced calls or the 

best so
und quality, c

ompanies such as Global Tel-Link 

win contracts largely by offering to pay the prisons a 

portion of  the money from inmates’ phone bills. S
ome 

carriers pay the prisons up to 96 percent of  their call 

revenue, according to the FCC.

Advocates for inmates and their families have a 

term for this: “reverse competition.” Higher 

commissio
ns for prisons mean higher prices for the 



Protecting family visits from the 
exploitative video visitation industry 
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/visitation/

County jails and private companies work together to replace traditional in-person visits with 
expensive video chats and grainy computer images.

Video visitation, a technology that should make it easier for families to 
stay in touch, is actually being used to eliminate human contact and 
punish families. Our research provided the first comprehensive national 
survey of the industry and held the video visitation industry’s promised 
benefits up to the harsh realities faced by families. In its first year, our 
campaign to protect in-person visits has had a number of victories 
including: 

• We released Screening Out Family Time: The for-profit video 
visitation industry in prisons and jails, which found that over 
500 correctional facilities have adopted video visitation and that 
most county jails implement video visitation in the worst way 
possible: as a replacement to in-person visits.

• We helped activists convince the Dallas County, Texas 
government to reject a contract for video visitation that would 
have banned in-person family visits. This was the first time that 
such a contract was ever rejected. This experience and the range 
of supportive editorials from throughout Texas have become a 
central part of the national story to protect in-person visitation 
from the profit motive.

• Our report, combined with investigative reporting by Portland, 
Oregon’s Street Roots, led the Multnomah County Sheriff to 
announce that he would amend the county’s Securus video 
visitation contract to bring back in-person visits. This was the 
first time that a video visitation contract was ever amended to 
bring back in-person visits.

• We collaborated with comedians to produce four hilarious 
short videos that take on the video visitation industry’s offensive 
claim that expensive, glitchy video visitation is just like Skype.
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• We shamed the largest provider of video visitation, Securus, 
into changing its policy of explicitly requiring, right in its 
contracts, that correctional facilities using its service ban in-
person visitation. Because Securus has shifted responsibility for 
this repugnant decision to elected sheriffs, we now have more 
political leverage to encourage the use of video visitation as a 
supplement to in-person visitation and never as a replacement. 

• Thanks in part to our research and advocacy, a new law in Texas 
recognizes that virtual visits are not the same as in-person visits 
and mandates that each county jail provide a minimum of two 
in-person visits each week.
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The Economist January 24, 2015 

Conditions behind bars

Screening visitors

ATLANTA

Prisons profit by stopping family visits

KNOW that my son is moving and 

talking on the other side of the 

screen, but when the video freezes you 

have to start the conversation all over 

again,” one mother says. She is in
 Rhode 

Island; he is almost 2,000 miles away, in
 jail 

in Hays County, Texas. “The picture is 

grainy and I can never see how he really 

is,” she explains, “but these sessions mean 

a lot because I’m so far away.”

A new study by the Prison Policy 

Initiative finds that families with relatives 

in 511 lockups across America are in a 

similarly bleak situ
ation. Some 386 jails—

about 12% of the total—offer “video vis-

its”. Peter Wagner, one of the study’s 

authors, c
alls the spread of these services 

“a scandal” that remains “totally off the 

radar”.

The option of a video visit might be 

useful for loved ones who live far aw
ay, so

 

long as in-person visits are also allowed. 

But many prisons offer screen time instead 

of face tim
e, arguing that prisoners do not 

need the latter since they can have the 

former. W
hat is more, kiosks for calls are 

in public spaces, meaning that inmates 

have to be careful what they say. 
And calls 

are costly: $29.95 for 20 minutes of talk in 

Wisconsin’s Racine County, for example. 

Securus, a large firm
 providing communi

cations services to 2,200 lockups, typically 

charges a dollar a minute for a video call 

(see chart).

Five of the seven main companies that 

run video chats, in
cluding Securus, require 

a chunk of time to be bought in advance 

of a scheduled call—irrita
ting if glitches 

ruin a session, as they often do. Before 

May 2014, when Clark County, Nevada 

revamped its Renovo video system, more 

than half of its average of 15,000 monthly 

video visits 
were cancelled after technical 

problems.

No touching allowed“I



Curbing the exploitation of people released 
from custody
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/releasecards/

Charging poor people to access their own money is never a good idea.

Correctional facilities are increasingly using high-fee debit cards to 
repay people they release — money that was in their possession when 
initially arrested, money earned working in the facility, or money sent 
by friends and relatives. Until recently, people were given cash or a 
check. Now, they are instead given their own money on a mandatory 
prepaid card, which comes with high fees that eat into their balance. 

With the help of volunteer attorney Stephen Raher of our Young 
Professionals Network, we researched this little-known but highly 
exploitative market and submitted a comment to the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau urging regulation of these predatory cards. 

The Bureau has not yet ruled, but our filing generated a lot of press 
attention including articles from NBC News, Al Jazeera America and 
The Center for Public Integrity, putting the hidden exploitation of 
formerly incarcerated people into the public light.
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Profiting from Prisoners

Lack of choice on high-fee inmate
debit cards draws widespread
criticism
Dozens of groups ask regulators to protect released inmates from
mandatory card use
By Daniel Wagner  5:00 am, March 25, 2015 Updated: 5:00 am, March 25, 2015

196
likes

87
tweets 2 comments E-mail Print

Dozens of groups are calling on federal regulators to
protect released prison inmates from steep fees they must
pay to access their own money via prison-issued payment
cards.

People who are released from prison often receive their
remaining wages and money sent by relatives on
prepaid debit cards — a practice detailed in a Center
investigation about prison bankers last year. The cards
often carry unavoidable costs that eat into inmates’
meager resources, including weekly account
maintenance charges and fees to close the account and
get the balance on a paper check.

“Incarcerated people have no meaningful consumer choice and are
particularly susceptible to victimization by abusive business
practices,” Prison Policy Initiative said in a comment filed last week
with the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau.

The CFPB last year proposed new rules aimed at protecting users of
prepaid cards, which are similar to bank debit cards but are not attached to a
checking account. The proposal would strengthen safeguards for people who
receive government benefits on the cards. For example, no one could be
forced to receive benefit payments on a specific card without being offered
alternatives like direct deposit or a paper check.

Yet the proposal did not mention cards issued to people as they are released
from jail or prison. These products are gaining widespread acceptance,
according to a survey of state prisons last year by the Association of State
Correctional Administrators.

At least 71 groups have submitted or signed comments calling on the bureau
to ban the practice of forcing released inmates to use a particular card.

A prepaid JPay progress card Jpay Inc.

Debit cards slam
released prisoners with
sky-high fees, few

protections
By Amirah Al Idrus September 30, 2014

Don't miss another investigation
Sign up for the Center for Public Integrity's Watchdog email and get the news you want from the Center
when you want it.

fter paying their debt to society, released inmates are 

finding themselves dinged by a hidden fee.

Prisoners are often given money when they leave jail. It 

could be the cash they came in with, money they earned at a 

prison job or funds deposited by friends or relatives. Recently, 

prepaid debit cards have replaced cash and checks as the way 

to return these funds to prisoners. Private companies market 

these cards as a cheaper, more convenient and secure way than 

checks for the institution to provide funds upon release.

But these cards can come with a cost —
 one paid by the 

inmate.

“So you could go to jail overnight with a $20 bill in
 your 

pocket and when you’re released the next day, you’re given a 

release debit card and it has a $10 monthly fee,” said Aleks 

Kajstura, legal director at the Prison Policy Initiative.

Paul Wright, director of the Human Rights Defense Center, 

calls th
e practice “offensive and unfair” and he describes the 

fees as “pretty outrageous” — higher than what people pay for 

similar prepaid cards in the outside world. He wants them 

Both groups file
d petitions with the Consumer Financial 

• Balance inquiry fees fro
m 50 cents to $1.50 at an ATM 

and as much as $3.95 by phone

• Cash withdrawal at an ATM fees of $2 to $3.50

• Fees to close the account and refund all the money on the 

card that range from $9.95 to $30

“By banning fees and providing alternatives, facilitie
s can 

help prisoners prepare themselves to re-enter society with a 

greater level of control over the often meager financial 

resources to which they have access,” Wright told NBC News.

In their petitions to the CFPB, the two groups point out that 

this is 
an “involuntary market” where the “consumer” — 

former prisoner — has no choice about whether to use a 

prepaid card and no way to shop around for the best deal on 

terms and fees.

NBC News contacted four of the companies that provide 

these debit cards to prison systems across th
e country: Jpay, 

Keefe Commissary, Numi Financial and Rapid Funds 

Solutions. We heard back from Daren Jackson, president of 

Rapid Fund Solutions, which provides a product called 

ReleasePay.

“We provide a nice service, a convenient way for someone 

to get cash 24/7,” Jackson said. “They’d pay more at a check-

cashing store.”

Jackson said his company and many of his competitors 

offer several ways to access th
e money on the card without 

paying a fee. He said that at some institutions, a third of the 

“I welcome CFPB regulation,” he said. “It would be great 

Inmates Charged Fee After Leaving Jail

BY HERB WEISBAUM

A
Unlike consumer debit cards, prison-issued cards are unregulated and subject to exorbitant fees

April 20, 2015 5:00AM ET 

by Amadou Diallo @amadouworld

Editor's Note: This is the first of a two-part series on prison 

profiteering schemes that provide inmate services at a high 

cost to a population that is disproportionately poor. 

 looks at prison tablets and other tech devices.

‘Release cards’ turn inmates and their 

families into profit stream

http://www.prisonpolicy.org/releasecards/
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/releasecards/


Fighting against overreaching and 
ineffective geography-based penalties 
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/zones.html

Turning large portions of cities, counties, or states into increased penalty zones may sound 
good on the campaign trail, but this rhetoric doesn’t work in practice. When a legislature 
decides to treat everywhere as special, nowhere is special.

Since 2006, we’ve been working to reform one of the worst ideas to 
comes out of the war on drugs — large sentencing enhancement zones 
around schools. We’ve produced three reports demonstrating how 
increased penalties in school zones fail to protect children and worsen 
racial disparities in the criminal justice system. Our work led 
Massachusetts to roll back these zones in 2013, and this year we won a 
major victory in Connecticut:

• In July 2015, armed with our research, Connecticut removed 
the mandatory minimum within the state’s 1,500-feet 
sentencing enhancement zones. Media outlets such as Fox used 
the maps from our report, Reaching too far: How Connecticut’s 
large sentencing enhancement zones miss the mark, in order to 
show how these zones simply can’t work when they blanket 
entire urban areas. 

• So how large is 1,500 feet? That distance isn’t just a number; it’s 
taller than the Eiffel Tower, longer than 5 football fields, and it’s 
more than enough to blanket all of Connecticut’s urban areas in 
overlapping sentencing enhancement zones. With the help of 
two of our interns, Elydah Joyce and Arielle Sharma, and a 
member of our Young Professionals Network, Jacob Mitchell, 
we produced an animation illustrating just how large 1,500 
feet is that we expect will help other states follow 
Connecticut’s lead in rolling back the worst laws passed at the 
height of the anti-drug hysteria of the 1980s.
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Aleks discusses Hartford’s zones with 
Connecticut Representative Brandon 
McGee in 2014.

http://www.prisonpolicy.org/zones.html
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/zones.html
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/zones.html
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/zones.html
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/zones/ct.html
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/zones/ct.html
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/zones/ct.html
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/zones/ct.html


Working to end driver’s license suspensions 
for drug offenses unrelated to driving
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/driving/

Every year, Massachusetts law needlessly suspends the driver’s licenses of thousands of state 
residents because of drug convictions, even if the offense has nothing to do with operating a 
vehicle or road safety.

• Our May 2014 report, Suspending Common Sense in 
Massachusetts: Driver’s license suspensions for drug offenses 
unrelated to driving, was the first to document why license 
suspensions make zero sense. Report author Leah Sakala gave an 
invited presentation on her research at a legislative briefing 
session earlier this year, explaining how this practice makes 
roads more dangerous, wastes taxpayer and law enforcement 
resources, and prevents people with previous involvement in the 
criminal justice system from fulfilling personal, familial, and 
legal responsibilities that require driving.

• Armed with our research, our friends at EPOCA are leading an 
effort that might finally end unnecessary license suspensions in 
Massachusetts. Two bills that could end license suspensions are 
moving through the legislature: One bill, sponsored by 
Representative Malia and Senator Chandler, is headed to the 
floor of the Senate, and EPOCA’s Justice Reinvestment Act, 
which would end license suspensions as a part of a 
larger criminal justice reform bill, has a 
hearing scheduled for October 2015. 

• Later this year, we will be launching a 
movement to end driver’s license 
suspensions in the 15 states beyond 
Massachusetts that still suspend driver’s 
licenses for drug offenses unrelated to 
driving. We plan to use our Massachusetts 
research and advocacy as a model for the 
other states. 
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Protecting letters from home in local jails
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/postcards/

A number of sheriffs are experimenting with a counterproductive idea: banning letters from 
loved ones. For the past two years, we’ve been pushing back.

Controversial Maricopa County Sheriff Joe Arpaio began a misguided 
trend in 2007 when he banned families from sending letters to loved 
ones in jail, requiring personal correspondence to take place on 
postcards instead. Social science research and basic common sense say 
that incarcerated people must be able to maintain ties to family and 
friends in order to succeed upon release. With this harmful idea 
spreading to other jails at an alarming rate, the Prison Policy Initiative 
stepped up to the plate to do research and advocacy to protect letters 
from home. Fortunately, supported by our research, advocates around 
the country have successfully stopped a growing number of letter bans:

• Our report, Return to Sender: Postcard-Only Mail Policies in 
Jails, played a key role in supporting a successful campaign 
against a letter ban in Santa Barbara County, California. In 
September 2014, the jail announced that incarcerated people 
would once again be allowed to receive letters from loved ones.

• The momentum for ending letter bans is growing as these 
harmful policies have been challenged in court. This year, jails in 
the following counties were forced to reverse their bans after 
they were declared unconstitutional: Wyandotte 
County, Kansas, San Diego County, 
California, and Livingston County, 
Michigan. 

• Newspapers such as the Ionia Sentinel-
Standard in Michigan and the Cecil Whig in 
Maryland published our letters to the editor 
urging local sheriffs to cancel their plans to ban 
letters from home.  
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Pulling back the curtain on mass 
incarceration

We develop powerful ways to help the public understand that mass incarceration is both 
unprecedented and counterproductive.

This year, we filled major data gaps that had been holding back the 
movement for criminal justice reform:

• Are poor people disproportionately impacted by incarceration?
Our new report, Prisons of Poverty: Uncovering the pre-
incarceration incomes of the imprisoned, uses federal government 
data to definitively show that incarcerated people are shut out 
of the economy even before they are incarcerated. While some 
of this data has existed before in decades-old form, our report 
was the first to also provide national data on the pre-
incarceration incomes of women in prison.

• Where do incarcerated people come from? 
We used data from Maryland’s law ending prison 
gerrymandering to produce the first-ever statewide analysis of 
where incarcerated people come from. In partnership with the 
Justice Policy Institute, we released a report about the 
community level impact of Maryland’s decision to use 
incarceration as the primary means of addressing social ills. Our 
finding in The Right Investment?: Corrections Spending in 
Baltimore City that the state spends $17 million each year to 
incarcerate the residents of the Sandtown neighborhood was 
frequently cited in the press after neighborhood resident 
Freddie Gray died in police custody after an illegal arrest. 

• What’s changing in crime and incarceration? 
In September 2014, we issued two rapid-responses analyzing the 
latest data on crime and incarceration from the Bureau of 
Justice Statistics. Most recently, we analyzed BJS data finding 
there is a national crisis of suicide in local jails, a problem far 
more prevalent in jails than in state prisons or the U.S. We took 
the government’s dry reports and translated them into useful 
analyses that advocates and reformers find informative and 
accessible.
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• How do Americans regard the police?
We produced an analysis based on Gallup’s public opinion 
surveys showing that American confidence in police has reached 
a 22-year low and that Black Americans consistently report 
having less confidence than Whites in the police.

• Are the racial disparities behind the Attica rebellion a 
national problem? Back in 1971, a shocking racial and ethnic 
disparity between the incarcerated and the correctional staff at 
New York State’s Attica Correctional Facility spurred a four-day 
prison rebellion. We dove into current employment data to 
conclude that within Attica and in prisons nationwide, Blacks 
and Latinos are more likely to serve sentences while Whites are 
more likely to get the jobs. 

• Why is the number of elderly behind bars in New York State 
rising?
We produced an analysis of how New York State’s sentencing 
laws and parole policies — in a state that is otherwise a leader in 
criminal justice reform — are quite literally leaving the elderly 
prison population behind.  While our analysis focused on New 
York, this is a national problem. 

• What should legislators be talking about, but aren’t?
At the start of the 2015 legislative session, we put together a 
briefing on what we see as under-discussed but winnable 
criminal justice reforms and shared this with reform-minded 
state legislators throughout the country. The reforms include 
requiring racial impact statements for criminal justice bills, 
repealing “Truth in Sentencing,” and reducing pretrial 
detention. 
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Winnable criminal justice reforms

A Prison Policy Initiative briefing on promising state reform issues for 2015

Ending prison gerrym
andering 

Problem: The Census Bureau’s practice of tabulating incarcerated people at correctional facility locations, rather than at their 

home addresses, leads state and local governments to draw skewed electoral districts that grant undue political clout to 

voters who live near large prisons and dilute the votes cast everywhere else.

Solution: States can pass legislation to count incarcerated people at home for redistricting purposes, as California, Delaware, 

Maryland, and New York have done. States can also follow the lead of Massachusetts by urging the Census Bureau to 

implement a national solution by tabulating incarcerated people at home. 

Model bill: http://www.prisonersofthecensus.org/models/example.html

More information: Prison Gerrymandering Project website http://www.prisonersofthecensus.org 

Lowering the cost of a call home from prison or jail

Problem: The prison and jail telephone industry gives correctional facilities hefty kickbacks in exchange for exclusive contracts, 

charging the families of incarcerated people up to $17 for a single 15-minute phone call.

Solution: The Federal Communications Commission has begun to regulate this industry, but states such as California, Nebraska, 

New Mexico, New York, Michigan, Missouri, Rhode Island, and South Carolina, as well as the District of Columbia, 

are taking action on their own.

Example bill: N
ew York Corrections Law § 623 bans commissions and requires that contracts be based on the lowest possible cost 

to consumers. (Note: this New York law only applies to contracts with state prisons. 

both state prison and local jail contracts.)

More information: “Regulating the prison phone industry” http://www.prisonpolicy.org/phones/ 

Repealing or reforming ineffective
 and harmful sentencing enhancement zones

Problem: Most states have laws that are intended to keep children safe by creating enhanced penalties for various drug crimes 

committed within a certain distance of schools. These laws sound like a common sense approach, but our research has 

shown that these laws do not work and exacerbate harmful racial disparities in the criminal justice system.

e most comprehensive solution is for states to repeal the enhancement zones, and instead rely on the already-existing 

laws that give additional penalties for involving children in drug activity. But barring repeal, there are several ways to 

modify the geographic scope of the law to more closely meet the legislature’s goal of protecting children by deterring 

drug activity away from certain places, the simplest of which is reducing the size of the zones like Massachusetts and 

“‘Sentencing enhancement zones’ fail to protect children and worsen racial disparity in incarceration” 

s in at least 13 states — Arizona, California, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Kansas, Michigan, Missouri, 

http://www.prisonpolicy.org/

(413) 527-0845 



Research Clearinghouse & 
Legal Resources for Incarcerated People
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/research.html & 
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/resources/legal/

Beyond producing original research, the Prison Policy Initiative 
edits several databases to empower activists, journalists and policy 
makers to shape effective criminal justice policy.

Our searchable Research Clearinghouse contains more than 2,100 
entries with empirically rigorous research on criminal justice issues 
ranging from policing, to the death penalty, to drug policy.

• In the last year, we’ve added 225 new entries with the most 
recent cutting-edge research on justice reform issues. You can 
get the newest additions delivered right to your email inbox by 
signing up for our Research Clearinghouse updates newsletter 
at http://www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe/.

• Our Legal Resource Guide for Incarcerated People also 
continues to grow in popularity. We work with 
legal services providers to update their entries in 
our guide each year so that we can assure the 
incarcerated people who write to us, their loved 

ones on the outside, or the staff of other policy and legal 
organizations that the referrals on our list are all accurate.
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Getting to know new PPI board member 
Amanda Alexander

Amanda Alexander is a Soros Justice 
Fellow and attorney in the University of 
Michigan Law School Child Advocacy 
Law Clinic. She directs the U of M Law 
School Prison & Family Justice Project, 
which serves families divided by 
incarceration and the foster care system 
using a combination of direct 
representation, know-your-rights 
education, targeted litigation, and 
advocacy.

What does your work focus on?
Amanda Alexander: As a lawyer and 
advocate, my work focuses on helping 
families thrive by fighting for change in 
our criminal justice system. Two years 
ago I moved home to Michigan to start 
the Prison & Family Justice Project, 
which serves families impacted by 
incarceration. A single arrest can trigger 
all sorts of consequences for a family—it 
might cause a mother to lose her job or 
housing, or cause children to enter foster 
care. The Prison & Family Justice Project 
represents incarcerated parents who may 
be at risk of losing their parental rights, 
and offers family law workshops in jails, 
prisons, and re-entry centers to help 
parents maintain ties with their children 
and provide for their care. The project 
also trains Department of Human 
Services workers and other child welfare 
professionals on how to engage 
incarcerated parents. My work also 
involves systemic advocacy around 
several of the issues PPI tackles, such as 
removing barriers to communication and 
visitation for families with incarcerated 
loved ones.

Why did you decide to join the PPI 
board?
I admire PPI’s work. Whenever they put 
out a new report, I’m eager to read it and 
share it with friends and colleagues who 
I know will find it useful in their own 
work. Spreading the word about PPI 
comes naturally, so I’m honored to 
support its work as a board member.

What do you think is most unique 
about the Prison Policy Initiative and 
the projects it takes on?
PPI is about results. It takes on very 
targeted projects, does excellent research, 
and puts out a bold message—the result 
is often concrete policy change within a 
short period of time. PPI shaped the 
conversation about prison 
gerrymandering, and won victories in 
Maryland and New York that it’s now 
replicating around the country. PPI’s role 
in the Prison Phone Justice campaign 
can’t be overstated—they played a key 
role in capping the cost of inter-state 
prison phone calls. Now they have their 
sights set on capping the cost of in-state 
calls, which will be a huge victory for 
families. PPI takes on ambitious fights 
— and wins.

What’s something that you wish more 
people knew about the Prison Policy 
Initiative?
It’s amazing to me that Peter and the PPI 
staff are so clued in to what’s happening 
at the federal level and at very local 
levels. They manage to stay on top of 
what’s happening in county jails around 
the country, and to support local 
partners in struggles at the city level. I 
wish more people knew the breadth of 
PPI’s network, and what a great partner 
it is to organizations at the local and 

See an interview with Amanda about 
joining the Prison Policy Initiative 
board at http://
www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/
2015/01/20/amanda-alexander/
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Getting to know new PPI board member 
Khalilah L. Brown-Dean

Khalilah L. Brown-Dean is an 
Associate Professor of Political Science at 
Quinnipiac University. 

Why did you decide to join the PPI 
board?
Academics tend to work in silos. We 
focus in on a particular problem or set 
of problems and are rarely in 
conversation with those beyond our 
discipline. Joining the PPI Board 
provides a meaningful opportunity to 
learn from and work with others who 
are committed to dismantling our 
reliance on punishment. I envision my 
role as helping to bridge the gap 
between scholars, activists, 
philanthropists, and legislators.

What does your work focus on? And 
what’s the connection between that 
work and the Prison Policy 
Initiative?
My work is driven by a central 
question: How can we make the 
democratic experience more 
meaningful? I address this question 
through the lens of American Politics 
with a particular emphasis on mass 
political behavior, public policy, and 
law. I recently co-authored a report for 
the Joint Center for Political and 
Economic Studies on the 
contemporary status of voting rights 
in the United States entitled “Fifty 
Years of the Voting Rights Act: The 
State of Race in Politics.” I had the 
opportunity to present the key 
findings during the 50th Anniversary 
of the Bloody Sunday March in Selma, 
Alabama. Our research addressed how 
issues such as disenfranchisement, 
gerrymandering, and 
hyperincarceration pose monumental 

challenges to sustaining voting rights 
and representation. It’s a perfect fit 
with the work of PPI.

I’m currently completing a project 
that centers the experiences of African 
Americans and murder victims’ 
families within the death penalty 
repeal movement; two groups 
disproportionately affected yet grossly 
underrepresented within this policy 
space. I advance a concept called 
“authentic power” to explain how 
those detrimentally impacted by a 
policy can get policymakers and other 
government officials to change the 
policy in question to their benefit. The 
work grows out of my experience 
advocating on behalf of victims’ 
families whose needs often go 
overlooked in the realm of criminal 
justice reform. I also serve on the 
Board of the Community Foundation 
for Greater New Haven. This year we 
launched two major funding 
initiatives to support community-
based re-entry and immigration.

What do you think is most unique 
about the Prison Policy Initiative 
and the projects it takes on?
My Graduate School mentor, Dr. 
William E. Nelson, Jr., once told me 
that research is only meaningful if it 
helps address a deceptively simple 
question, “So what?” PPI’s work 
directly addresses that question by 
using data to tell a complex story 
about the myriad ways punishment 
policies widen the gap between the 
principle and the practice of American 
democracy. I greatly admire PPI’s 
ability to make its work timely, 

relevant, and accessible to multiple 
audiences.

What’s something that you wish 
more people knew about the Prison 
Policy Initiative?
I wish people knew that PPI is a small 
organization with a big mission and an 
even bigger commitment to advancing 
the cause of justice. Before I joined the 
Board I assumed PPI had a massive 
staff with unlimited resources given 
the many cutting-edge and widely-
cited reports it produces. I was wrong!

http://www.quinnipiac.edu/academics/colleges-schools-and-departments/college-of-arts-and-sciences/departments-and-faculty/department-of-sociology-criminal-justice-and-anthropology/about-our-faculty/sociology-faculty/facu-x1501-ml/?Person=60694
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Getting to know new PPI board member 
Jason Stanley

Jason Stanley is a Professor of Philosophy 
at Yale and an author of four books. The 
royalties from his fourth book, How 
Propaganda Works, are being donated to 
the Prison Policy Initiative. 

Why did you decide to join the Prison 
Policy Initiative board?
During my research for my book over 
the past several years, I was astonished at 
the number of complicated ways in 
which mass incarceration is embedded 
into the moral, political, and economic 
life of our country. I decided I wanted to 
get involved, and went looking for an 
effective organization that untied the 
complex knots for me. I started from 
scratch, looking at a number of 
organizations, local and national. I chose 
PPI for many reasons. 

My research suggested that they are the 
organization that does the most with the 
least; they are incredibly effective, and 
they need funders.

I had no personal connections with 
them, but I reached out and asked how I 
could help. There has been a 500% 
increase in my lifetime in the US prison 
population. My view is that this is an 
issue where my generation has some 
moral responsibility in causing the 
problem, and maybe we can get together 
and contribute to trying to solve it.
I’ve done the research to find this 
organization — I really started with a lot 
of potential ones, and ended up with 
PPI. This is a great organization that 
really puts donations to effective use.

What do you think is most unique 
about the Prison Policy Initiative and 
the projects it takes on?
First, as academics can appreciate, they 
are drawn to the complexities of mass 
incarceration, rather than the obvious 
stuff that draws funding. For example, 
PPI is the nation’s leader on prison 
gerrymandering, which incentivizes rural 
communities with few residents to bid 
for prisons and push for harsher 
sentencing; they regularly uncover and 
litigate the most devious ways in which 
the impoverished prison population is 
used as source of cash for the 
unscrupulous; and they have become 
perhaps the central source for online 
information about mass incarceration.
Second, because they are drawn to the 
ignored complexities, they are unafraid 
to go after wildly popular policies, such 
as school drug zone laws, that in fact 
function as mechanisms to allow 
prosecutors to indiscriminately sentence 
residents of dense urban centers with 
extremely harsh sentences (I have heard 
that every place in New Haven except for 
somewhere on the Yale Golf course is in 
a school zone, defined here as ‘within 
1500 feet of a school’).



Supporting our work
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/donate/

The generous support of visionary foundations and individual donors 
has allowed the Prison Policy Initiative to grow from the idea of three 
enterprising students in 2001 into an innovative and efficient policy 
shop at the forefront of the criminal justice reform movement in 2015. 

Thank you to our 2014-2015 grantmaking partners*:
• American Constitution Society David Carliner Award
• Beveridge Family Foundation
• craigslist Charitable Fund
• Gardiner Howland Shaw Foundation
• Joyce Foundation
• Kindling Fund
• Leaves of Grass Fund
• Moses and Susan Feldman Philanthropic Fund 
• Returning Home Foundation
• Public Welfare Foundation

In addition, we are also enormously grateful to the small network of 
generous individuals who sustain our work and allow us to seize timely 
new opportunities like our work to protect in-person family visits from 
the predatory video visitation industry (p 9–10) and to stay one step 
ahead of private companies ready to exploit incarcerated people and 
their families such as our work exposing the release card industry that 
quietly takes advantage of people when they are released from prisons 
and jails (p. 11).

If you would like to join these donors, you can donate online or send a 
paper check to PO Box 127 Northampton, MA 01061.

If you are a current supporter of our work, we ask you to allow us to 
count on your support in the future by becoming a monthly sustainer. 
Just go to http://www.prisonpolicy.org/donate/, select an amount and 
then how often you’d like it to repeat. 

And if you ever have any questions about how to support our work or 
how your gift is being used, please don’t hesitate to contact Peter, Aleks 
and Bernadette at (413) 527-0845.

We thank you for making our work – and our successes – possible. 

*We’re also deeply indebted to the support of family foundations and others who wish to remain 
anonymous. If in the future your wishes regarding public acknowledgment ever change, please 
don’t hesitate to let us know so we can properly credit you for your partnership. 
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Prison Policy Initiative budget 
report for 2014-2015 year

Income
Large foundations $125,000
Individual donors $71,867
Small foundations $54,363
Consulting $34,229
Honoraria $12,100
Interest $1,757
Total $299,316

Expenses
Salaries, benefits, employment taxes 
for 3.2 FTE staff

$231,993

Consultants
Graphic Design $1,000
GIS/Mapping $300
Video editing $450
Work study students $424
Subtotal consultants $2,174

Other expenses
Travel $2,809
Postage $1,865
Printing $30
Website & newsletter hosting $2,623
Rent & Utilities $10,815
Telephone & Fax & Internet access $2,333
Computer Equipment $6,149
Insurance $2,194
Research tools/data $607
Supplies $3,398
Legal/Accounting Services $1,761
Staff development $818
Promotion and Conference fees $2,328
Subtotal, other expenses $37,731

Total $271,898
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