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Executive Director’s letter 

Dear Friends, 

Despite the ceaselessly punitive rhetoric of the Trump administration, 
the recent election results show that, across the country, the public is 
ready for criminal justice reform. Advocates like you and me have a 
critical opportunity to engage, encourage, and inform new allies in the 
movement to end mass incarceration.  

At the Prison Policy Initiative, we have redoubled our efforts to push 
state-level reforms forward and reinvigorate national debates about 
justice reform. We’ve expanded our capacity, refined our strategy, and 
found new ways to expose the extensive reach and harms of correctional 
control. In an incredibly productive year, we released eleven major publications, including big-picture 
national reports, exposés, legislative briefings, and guides for advocates and journalists.  

I’m particularly proud of our work unraveling the complicated knots of “prison retail” systems (p. 14). 
For years, prison families have complained of being charged exorbitant fees to send money to their loved 
ones, to pay for commissary goods like soap and medicine, and even to send an email to someone in 
prison. But little is known about the private vendors providing these overpriced goods and services. 
Before this year, we didn’t even have good data on how much these items cost.  

These are bread-and-butter issues that affect the daily lives of incarcerated people and their families, but 
anecdotes aren’t enough to prove that the system is unfair. So we pored over commissary sales records 
and contracts with prisons for “free” tablet computers until a clear picture emerged. It’s one we’ve seen 
before, where private companies manipulate correctional facilities into shortchanging families. 

The Prison Policy Initiative exists to tell data-driven stories like these in order to make the moral case for 
ending mass incarceration. And as we witnessed again this year, our work is helping to help build 
consensus for decarceration and state-level reforms. For example:  

• Illinois lawmakers voted to eliminate medical co-pays in prisons, which our 2017 research 
revealed can cost an incarcerated person one-third of their monthly income for a single doctor’s 
visit. (The governor vetoed the bill, but the House has already voted to override the veto.) 

• When we reported that Oklahoma had become the state with the highest incarceration rate in 
the country in States of Incarceration: The Global Context 2018 (p. 6), the state took notice: the 
director of the DOC responded in an op-ed, “we can and must do better,” even in the wake of 
hard-won reforms.  

• Two years after we published Reinstating Common Sense, more states continue to reject the 
federal law automatically suspending the driver’s licenses of people convicted of drug offenses 
unrelated to driving (p. 17). 
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• Our work to protect in-person visitation from replacement with low-quality paid video chats 

continues to gain steam: this year, Massachusetts joined other states in passing legislation that  
protects in-person visits from the sheriffs and companies who would end them (p. 12).  

And while the federal-level disappointments keep on coming, advocates are using those setbacks to 
demand immediate justice at the state and local levels. For example: 

• The Census Bureau announced that it would not end prison gerrymandering in the next Census 
(p. 16) but our statement in response to the decision brought greater attention to the problem 
and to our state-based solutions, which four states have already passed. In fact, this year, the New 
Jersey legislature passed a bill to end prison gerrymandering in the state; it was ultimately vetoed 
by former governor Chris Christie, but we think we are poised to win this session under the new 
governor. 

• The Federal Communications Commission may have abandoned its previous goal of protecting 
families from the prison and jail telephone industry (p. 10), but state and local advocates are 
picking up some of the slack. Many state prison systems have lowered their rates, state regulators 
are starting to take action, and we are optimistic that more jails might follow the lead of New 
York City, which announced that they are simply going to make calls from the city’s jails free.  

The overall effect of all of this state reform is slow but steady progress. Nationwide, the number of 
people in prisons has fallen for the fifth year in a row; their numbers have fallen by 126,000 since 
peaking in 2009. At the current pace of reform, we won’t end mass incarceration in our lifetimes – but if 
we can leverage the growing public support for more ambitious reforms, we can pick up the pace. 

The past year has given us reason to be optimistic, despite the long road ahead. Our movement is gaining 
allies and momentum. And as an organization, your support has helped us add two more staff, growing 
our research capacity and making our strategic communications work even more effective.  

I’m proud of our accomplishments this year and honored you made it possible. I thank you for helping 
the Prison Policy Initiative play a vital part in the larger movement against mass incarceration. 

In gratitude, 

Peter Wagner 
Executive Director 
November 29, 2018   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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 
growing team of interdisciplinary researchers and organizers, along with 
student interns and volunteers, shapes national reform campaigns from 
our office in western Massachusetts. 

Staff 
• Wanda Bertram, Communications Strategist 
• Lucius Couloute, Policy Analyst 
• Alexi Jones, Policy Analyst 
• Aleks Kajstura, Legal Director 
• Jorge Renaud, Senior Policy Analyst 
• Wendy Sawyer, Senior Policy Analyst 
• Peter Wagner, Executive Director 

Part-time staff 
• Mack Finkel, Research Analyst 
• Bernadette Rabuy, Senior Policy Analyst 
• Maddy Troilo, Researcher  
• Emily Widra, Researcher 

Student interns and volunteers 
• Alex Clark, George Washington University 
• Sasha Feldstein, Young Professionals Network 
• Greer Hamilton, Young Professionals Network 
• Sarah Hertel-Fernandez, Young Professionals Network 
• Sari Kisilevsky, Young Professionals Network 
• Jacob Mitchell, Young Professionals Network 
• Stephen Raher, Young Professionals Network 

Consultants  
• Mona Chalabi, Data Visualizations 
• Bill Cooper, GIS 
• Bob Machuga, Graphic Design  
• Jordan Miner, Programming 
• Elydah Joyce, Illustrations 

Board of Directors* 
• Neelum Arya, President  

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

• Nora V. Demleitner,  Director 
Professor of Law, Washington and Lee University School of 
Law 

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

• Daniel Kopf, Treasurer  
Writer, Quartz 

• Eric Lotke, Clerk  
National Educational Association, Strategic Research, 
Author of Making Manna 

• Bernadette Rabuy, Director 
• Jason Stanley, Director  

Professor of Philosophy, Yale University 

Advisory Board* 
• Andrew Beveridge, Sociology, Queens College 
• Alec Ewald, Political Science, University of Vermont 
• Alex Friedmann, Prison Legal News 
• Barbara Graves-Poller, The Legal Aid Society 
• Ruth Greenwood, Senior Redistricting Counsel, The 

Campaign Legal Center 
• 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 
• Heather Ann Thompson, Professor of History, University 

of Michigan  
• Janice Thompson, Midwest Democracy Network 
• Angela Wessels 
• Brenda Wright, Dēmos: A Network for Ideas and Action 
• Rebecca Young, Attorney 

*Organizations for identification purposes only. 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Pulling back the curtain on mass 
incarceration 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/national 

We develop powerful ways to help the public understand that mass incarceration is both 
unprecedented and counterproductive.  
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With our creative research strategies and engaging graphics, we are laying 
the foundation for fairer and more effective justice policies.  

Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie 2018  
We made the most popular visual in the criminal justice reform movement 
more helpful than ever: The 2018 version of our Whole Pie report now 
stands alongside two other big-picture reports about women (p. 7) and 
youth (p. 5). And as the public becomes aware of less well-known forms of 
incarceration — like the detention of immigrants and of pretrial 
defendants who can’t afford bail — we’ve updated our report with 11 new 
data visuals illuminating these small but crucial slices of the “pie.”

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/national


 
Youth Confinement: The Whole Pie 
Young people make up only a sliver of the criminal justice system, but 
53,000 children and teens are still held in confinement on any given 
night. Our report breaks down where youth are being held: Not only 
are one in 10 confined youth held in an adult jail or prison, but the 
majority of youth are held in facilities virtually indistinguishable from 
prison. We reveal how tens of thousands of young people who could be 
cared for in their communities end up in highly restrictive facilities, 
betraying the stated purpose of the juvenile justice system.  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Alfonso Serrano | FEB 28, 2018 12:33PM EST

uch like its adult counterpart, the United States’ 

juvenile justice system teems with racial disparities 

and overcrowding in settings inundated with non-

violent, low-level offenders, according to a new report.

Nonprofit Prison Policy Initiative released “Youth 

Confinement: The Whole Pie” on Tuesday (February 27). Per 

the report, although Black kids represent less than 14 precent of 

all American youth under the age of  18, Black boys make up 43 

percent of  the male population in juvenile facilities, while Black 

girls comprise 34 percent of  incarcerated girls. Native 

Americans, who represent less than 1 percent of  the U.S. youth 

populace, constitute 3 percent of  all girls and 1.5 percent of  all 

boys in juvenile detention facilities.

“At every stage of  justice involvement, youth of  color face 

disadvantages—overpolicing of  their communities, 

criminalization of  their behavior in schools, and a greater 

likelihood of  being tried as adults and held in adult jails,” report 

author Wendy Sawyer told Colorlines. “If  we want to end the 

overcriminalization of  people of  color, we need to take steps to 

help youth—especially Black and Native youth—avoid 

confinement, which is traumatic and can lead to further justice 

involvement down the line.”
The report’s findings mirror previous research on the adult 

prison population, which highlight the racially disparate policies 

that have helped make the U.S. the world’s largest incarcerator. 

A 2016 study from The Sentencing Project, for example, found 

that Black people are incarcerated in state prisons at more than 

five times the rate of  Whites. In five states—Iowa, Minnesota, 

New Jersey, Vermont and Wisconsin—that racial disparity is 

more than 10 to 1, the report found.

And like the adult prison system, juvenile facilities house a large 

number of  people charged with low-level offenses, according to 

the Prison Policy Initiative report. Technical violations and 

status offenses like not reporting to probation officers and not 

completing community service resulted in the incarceration of  

more than 5,000 young people. This is despite the federal 

government’s own guidance that “the purpose of  juvenile 

detention is to confine only those youth who are serious, violent 

or chronic offenders…pending legal action. Based on these 

criteria, [it] is not considered appropriate for status offenders 

and youth that commit technical violations of probation.” 

The report estimates that of  the 53,000 youth detained across 

the country, nearly 17,000 are charged with low-level offenses 

and could be released without a significant risk to public safety, 

including 2,000 detained for status offenses, 3,500 incarcerated  

for public order offenses and 2,000 held for non-trafficking 

drug violations.The study also found that a large number of  incarcerated youth 

are not actually serving a sentence. More than 9,000 detainees 

across the country have not been found guilty or are awaiting a 

hearing, and 6,500 young people are waiting for sentencing or 

placement in another facility.
The report lists several policy areas that it says are ripe for 

reform. They include raising the age of  juvenile court 

jurisdiction to account for criminal behavior and the adolescent 

brain, which is still developing reasoning and judgement during 

teen years, according to numerous studies.

The study also suggests that states replace large youth prisons 

with non-residential, community-based programs and 

supervision, while maintaining treatment-focused facilities for 

youth who pose clear safety risks.

It’s a strategy that’s already paying off  as some states—

motivated by budget constraints and reported abuses—work to 

reduce their juvenile prison populations. A decade ago, Texas 

introduced a series of  reforms that created community-based 

supervision programs and diversion projects closer to youth’s 

homes instead of  far-away facilities. The result was a 65 percent 

reduction of  youth in state-run facilities between 2007 and 

2012, according to a study by the Council of  State 

Governments Justice Center. Texas also cut hundreds of  

millions in state spending during that time, and saw juvenile 

arrests drop by 33 percent.
“For advocates working to find alternatives to incarceration,” 

Sawyer said in a statement, “ending youth confinement should 

be a top priority.”

M
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States of Incarceration: The Global Context 2018  
Our report and infographic directly situate individual U.S. states in the 
global context. In an update to our 2014 and 2016 reports, we compare 
U.S. states to 166 countries on incarceration, revealing that nearly half 
of all U.S. states have higher incarceration rates than any independent 
country on earth. Alarmingly, even states that have embraced 
“progressive” criminal justice reforms have rates far higher than other 
Western democracies. The report has sparked dialogue in states like 
Oklahoma, which recently unseated Louisiana as the country’s leading 
incarcerator. (We released a companion report on states’ incarceration 
of women; see page 8.) 

Out of Prison and Out of Work: 
Unemployment among formerly incarcerated people 
Formerly incarcerated people want to work, but face tremendous 
obstacles in the job market. We used a little-known government survey 
to produce the first-ever national unemployment rate for formerly 
incarcerated people, finding that 27% of people who have been in 
prison are looking for a job but can’t find one. This rate surpasses 
anything Americans have experienced, even at the height of the 
Great Depression, and captured the attention of media outlets like 
NBC and Bloomberg TV. In later reports, we went on to measure 
formerly incarcerated people’s rates of homelessness and educational 
mobility — because before we can tackle the monumental problems 
with reentry in America, we need national data. Our discoveries are 
already having an impact on discussions about reentry reform. 
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Breaking down the impact of mass 
incarceration on women  
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/women.html 

Women are the fastest-growing segment of the incarcerated population, but data about their 
experiences behind bars isn’t readily available. We’re working to change that. 

Understanding the injustices experienced by incarcerated women is 
more timely than ever, as policy issues that particularly affect them — 
like money bail and mental health treatment — receive more attention. 
We released three big-picture reports designed to help states take more 
ambitious steps to reduce women’s incarceration — steps that will also 
keep more families together. 

Women’s Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie 
We provided a first-of-its-kind detailed view of the 219,000 women 
incarcerated in the United States, where they are locked up, and why. 
Our analysis included the striking finding that nearly half of all 
incarcerated women are held in local jails. We used our “whole pie” 
approach to give the public and policymakers the foundation to end 
mass incarceration without leaving women behind. 
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hen it comes to mass incarceration, 

men get most of the attention — and 

for obvious reasons. Men commit 

roughly 80 percent of violent crimes, 

and they make up over 90 percent of prisoners.

However, by industrialized country standards, 

America’s imprisonment of women is arguably 

even worse than it is for men — and as a new 

analysis from Aleks Kajstura at the Prison Policy 

Initiative shows, a great many of those women do 

not need to be behind bars.

Kajstura did a lot of painstaking work to 

create a full picture of the state of women’s 

incarceration in America. As usual with such 

studies, the underlying data is from several 

sources, and some of it is somewhat scanty or old 

— but America simply doesn’t have rigorous, up-

to-date information on all people under criminal 

supervision. Until data collection is overhauled, 

this is the best that can be done:

Where this differs from the overall picture of 

Americans behind bars is in the much larger share 

of female prisoners in jails. Whereas the total 

prison population is roughly two-thirds in state 

prisons, women prisoners are about equally split 

between jails and prisons. (The Prison Policy 

Initiative has not yet done a male-only breakdown, 

October 23, 2017

REUTERS/Lucy Nicholson

OPINION

How American women are left to rot in jail

Ryan Cooper

W

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/women.html


 
The Gender Divide: Tracking women’s state prison growth 
We charted women’s prison trends in all 50 states since 1978, 
identifying states where criminal justice policies have left women 
behind. Our report identified more than 30 states where recent 
criminal justice reforms have had little to no impact on women, 
including several extraordinary states where women’s populations 
have risen even as men’s have declined. All too often, we showed, 
treating women’s incarceration as an afterthought holds back state 
efforts to decarcerate. 

States of Women’s Incarceration: The Global Context 2018  
Worldwide and in the U.S., the vast majority of people incarcerated 
are men. As a result, women’s incarceration rates are often lost in the 
data. Our report and infographics document how women fare in the 
world’s carceral landscape by comparing incarceration rates for 
women in each U.S. state with 166 independent countries. The results 
are sobering: Even U.S. states with comparatively low incarceration 
rates for women far outrank the majority of the world. 
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magine a word in which Michelle Alexander never 

wrote The New Jim Crow and Ava DuVernay 

never produced 13th. 
A world in which Barack Obama never made criminal 

justice reform a part of his second-term agenda, creating 

the largest clemency project in recent US history. 

It would be a world in which bipartisan consensus never 

coalesced around the idea that America puts too many people 

behind bars; a world in which celebrities like Jay-Z and John 

Legend never took on mass incarceration as a cause célèbre; a 

world in which liberal and conservative think tanks never got 

together to push for a less punitive criminal justice system. 

According to a recent report by the Prison Policy 

Initiative, many women in the US live in that world now. The 

report concluded that while incarceration rates have been 

falling since a peak in 2007, men and women have benefitted 

at vastly different rates. 
According to the report, the total number of men 

incarcerated in state prisons nationwide fell more than 5% 

between 2009 and 2015. The number of women in state 

prisons fell by less than 0.33%. 

“In 35 states,” the report said, “women’s population 

numbers have fared worse than men’s, and in a few 

extraordinary states, women’s prison populations have even 

grown enough to counteract reductions in the men’s 

population. “Too often, states undermine their commitment to 

criminal justice reform by ignoring women’s incarceration.” 

Oklahoma leads the US in the incarceration of women by 

a dramatic margin. Out of every 100,000 women in the state, 

150 are serving time in a state prison – more than twice the 

national average. Between 2011 and 2015 that incarceration 

rate, already the highest in the nation, climbed by 25%. 

“Oklahoma is more likely to incarcerate people for 

offenses that other states would put them on probation for, and 

incarcerate them for a longer time,” said Susan Sharp, a 

sociologist at the University of Oklahoma and the author 

of Mean Lives, Mean Laws: Oklahoma’s Women Prisoners. 

  Women’s prison populations in 35 states  

  “worse than men’s,” study saysI

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Jamiles Lartey Tue 30 Jan 2018 07.00 EST 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 8



 

Shining a light on local jails 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/jails.html 

One out of every three people who were behind bars last night was confined in a jail, two out 
of every three correctional facilities are jails, and almost every person (95%) released from a 
correctional facility today was released from a jail. 

Jails are literally mass incarceration’s front door, yet the scant attention 
paid to jails and jail policy is itself a key impediment to reform. We’re 
putting jails and the need for jail reform directly into the national 
discussion on criminal justice reform. This year’s highlights included: 

• Explaining the complex reality of jails and what they do. How 
many people in local jails have yet to be convicted of a crime? 
How many are immigrants held for ICE? How many are there 
for a probation violation? Piecing together jail data (which is 
notoriously fragmented), we made all of these questions easy to 
answer for the first time in a detailed jails infographic featured 
in Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie 2018. 

• Visualizing 10.6 million jail admissions each year. The daily 
jail population hardly captures the enormous churn in and out 
of jails and the true number of people affected. Americans go to 
jail a staggering 10.6 million times each year, which 
increases their risk of committing suicide, becoming 
homeless, or losing welfare benefits. We collaborated 
with illustrators Mona Chalabi and Elydah Joyce 
(below) on multiple visualizations of just how vast a 
number 10.6 million admissions is. 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Bringing fairness to the prison and jail 
phone industry 
https://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 15 years, families trying to stay in touch with 
incarcerated loved ones have 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 
bring justice to these families. 

In 2013 and 2015 the FCC approved historic regulations that would 
make calls home from prisons and jails more affordable. As expected, 
the phone companies sued to stop these regulations. The FCC, under 
President Trump, abandoned its campaign for fair phone rates — but 
some of the regulations nevertheless survived in court. 

We're not giving up. We’re fighting the merger of two of the industry’s 
giants, and we’re taking our campaign to the states: calling on state 
regulators and legislators to cap the cost of calling home from jails, and 
directly calling on the facilities to refuse kickbacks and bring rates 
down. Our campaign is making progress on several fronts, from new 
price caps in Ohio to New York City's recent decision to make all calls 
from the city’s jails free.    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ecurus has had more than its share of negative 

headlines. In the past few years, the company, 

which provides technology services to prisons and 

jails, has been slammed by inmates’ families who 

say they’re charged outrageous prices to phone

scandal-plagued Securus lacks the requisite “character” 

requirements for approval, and should be blocked on those 

grounds. Among other issues, legal director Aleks Kajstura 

says, the company has been accused by advocates and FCC 

commissioners of changing the name of a fee to skirt a ban 

loved ones. The controversy has extended into video call and 

email services, two other places the company has staked a 

claim. In October, the company was hit with a $1.7 million 

fine for allegedly misleading the FCC during a regulatory 

maneuver. By May, attention shifted to another scandal, as the 

company took heat for enabling warrantless cellphone 

tracking around the country. It’s against that backdrop that Securus is now moving ahead 

with a merger that could further consolidate a market already 

criticized as woefully consolidated. The company, which 

already claims to service more than 1.2 million inmates in 

North America, has announced its intention to acquire 

ICSolutions, a smaller competitor in the industry. While exact 

market figures are difficult to come by, and Securus has 

pointed to a handful of smaller businesses that offer similar 

services, inmate advocates argue that the merger will allow 

two companies to effectively dominate the market. The only 

thing standing in the way is the FCC. 

The merger requires approval from the agency, and the battle 

has been playing out in dueling regulatory filings. The Prison 

Policy Initiative, a nonprofit organization that has fought 

against onerous prison phone prices for years, has argued that 

the agency, and by the FCC of lying to the agency itself. “I feel 

like that’s a pretty low bar to cross that Securus has failed at,” 

Kajstura says. (A Securus spokesperson said the company 

“does not believe it committed any wrongdoing” and entered 

into the FCC agreement to “expedite” the approval without 

admitting liability.) 
The organization has said consolidation could mean more 

than 70 or 80 percent of calling services will be operated by 

two companies, Securus and GTL, the latter of which has 

already grown by acquiring competitors. With that much 

market share, they argue, the companies will be able to 

further tighten their hold on the industry as facilities and 

customers are forced to agree to whatever costs and terms the 

companies might demand. Securus has strongly contested the figures, and in filings, it 

questioned the organizations’ methodologies, which rely on 

sparse publicly available records. But Securus, the Prison 

Policy Initiative points out, has not released its own figures. 

“They didn’t really put out a number of their own, which 

makes me think however they calculate, it’s not any better,” 

Kajstura says. 
“Securus is continually working to provide the highest-quality 

services as affordably as possible, connecting individuals and 

keeping communities safe,” a spokesperson said in a 

statement. “Our industry is highly competitive, with over 40 

operators vying for contracts — which has driven consumer 

call rates down by 37 percent over the last five years. Securus’ 

acquisition of another operator would not harm competition, 

but would instead allow us to reduce costs and pass on price 

That prison telephone racket? It could soon get even more exploitative

he prison phone industry is 

exploitative enough, with the private 

contractors that offer the service 

charging as much as $25 for a 15-

minute call. But it could soon get 

worse. 

Securus Technologies, one of the biggest names 

in the business, is attempting to acquire a smaller 

competitor, ICSolutions. And if the merger goes 

through, the industry will be dominated by just two 

providers. 

That could mean higher prices for the often 

poor and vulnerable families wrapped up in the 

prison system, and more clout for a company with 

a sordid history. The Federal Communications 

Commission should step in and block the 

acquisition. 

The financial and emotional toll of exorbitant 

fees is well documented. Here in Massachusetts, 

four plaintiffs, including a pair of inmates, 

recently filed suit against Securus and Bristol 

County Sheriff Thomas M. Hodgson over the high 

cost of prison phone calls. 

There was the 95-year-old mother who had to 

choose between paying medical bills and talking to 

her son, an inmate at the Bristol County House of 

Correction. And there was the teenage daughter of 

inmate Michael T. Ray, who had to rush through 

conversations with her father so the calls didn’t get 

too expensive. 

“She would want to tell him about her 

achievements at school and he’d say, ‘Put your 

mother on the phone. I need to talk to her,’ ” said 

Kellie Pearson, the girl’s mother and Ray’s fiancee, 

in an interview with the Globe this spring. “It was 

crushing to her.” 

The bills became so overwhelming that, 

eventually, Pearson had to tell Ray she couldn’t talk 

to him so frequently. He exploded and, a day later, 

hung himself in his cell. 

Securus has engaged in some questionable 

corporate behavior of late. Last year, the company 

paid a $1.7 million fine for misleading the FCC 

about a transfer of ownership. And in 

Massachusetts, the firm has attempted to avoid 

state regulation. 

The company holds contracts with the state’s 

Department of Correction and nine of the county 

sheriffs’ offices, making it the largest player in the 

local market by far. And in a recent letter to the 

FCC, Attorney General Maura Healey warned that 

Securus’s acquisition of ICSolutions “will further 

weaken our state’s ability to negotiate for calling 

rates affordable for inmates and their families.” 

Protecting those inmates and their families is a 

worthy endeavor, in and of itself. But the broader 

public would benefit too. Research shows that 

prisoners who  connected to their families are less 

likely to commit crimes when they return home. A 

weak connection is bad for everyone. 

T

The New York city council has passed a bill that would 

let jailed detainees place domestic phone calls for free. 

It’s a small, but significant victory for inmates and their 

families, who are hit hard with the exorbitant costs tied 

to a loved one’s incarceration. 

Securus Technologies, which runs the phone 

service at Rikers Island, the city’s main jail complex, is a 

giant in the prison phone industry. Securus wants to 

buy a smaller competitor, ICSolutions, which would 

leave prison-industry telecommunications dominated 

by only two providers. Prisoner-rights advocates and 

families of inmates say this would give facilities less 

choice, while granting the companies more leverage in 

contracts. Opponents are petitioning the Federal 

Communications Commission to block the sale. 

In the US, jail and prison phone services are 

outsourced to private providers, and fees have 

historically been exorbitant, reaching as much as $25 

for a 15-minute call. The profits—part of which go to 

authorities in so-called “kickback” schemes—have 

made for an industry valued $1.2 billion in 2015. 

Securus and its main competitor, Global Tel Link 

(GTL), are known for high prices. Securus made a 

splash several months ago, when the New York Times 

reported that law enforcement can track the phones of 

people who are not in prison with one of the 

company’s technologies. The Prison Policy Initiative 

(PPI), one of the petitioners against the Securus-

ICSolutions deal, calculated that the market share of 

the combined companies and GTL would be between 

73% and 84%. An analyst note from 

Moody’s characterized the market as “largely 

duopolistic.” 

Securus, which declined to comment as the 

transaction awaits approval, has filed an objection to 

the opponents’ petition to the FCC, saying that their 

assessment of the market share was “unreliable and 

misleading.” “They didn’t like our market analysis, but 

didn’t bother to provide one of their own,” replied 

Aleks Kajstura, legal director of the Prison Policy 

Initiative. 

Both Securus and GTL, which also bought a 

smaller company last year, are owned by private-equity 

companies—in the case of Securus, it’s Platinum Equity, 

which is run by Tom Gores, the owner of the NBA’s 

Detroit Pistons.
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Protecting family visits from the  
exploitative video calling industry  
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/visitation/ 

County jails collude with private companies to replace traditional in-person visits with 
expensive, low-quality video chats. 

Video calling, a technology that should make it easier for families to 
stay in touch, is being used to eliminate human contact and create 
profits for both private companies and local jails. As a leader in the 
movement to regulate the industry, we’ve continued our fight to protect 
families and enact lasting change:  

• With the help of our research and advocacy, state policymakers 
across the country are recognizing the importance of in-person 
visits. Most recently, Massachusetts joined Texas, Illinois and 
California in passing measures to regulate the video calling 
industry and preserve in-person family visits. An effort to do the 
same in Maine passed the legislature (only to be vetoed by the 
Governor), and we helped Florida advocates beat back a 
proposal by the state prison system to replace half of traditional 
visitation with paid computer chats. 

• At the federal level, we supported U.S. Senator Tammy 
Duckworth’s (D-IL) bill that would require the FCC to 
regulate the exploitative video and phone calling industry. 

To help advocates fight the industry in their states and counties, we’ve 
published a toolkit of resources; we’ve also kept this corrupt industry in 
the press, generating editorial support and positive coverage from 
newspapers around the country.  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Florida prisons roll out more for-profit services 

while weighing visitation cuts

By Ben Conarck

June 2, 2018

Wives, mothers, daughters and fiances pleaded with 

corrections officials at a public hearing on Thursday not to 

reduce their chances to see their loved ones in prison.

But the Florida Department of Corrections is proposing 

a rule change that would allow them to do just that — cut 

prison visitation in half at facilities under certain 

conditions.

At the same time, the department in the last six months 

has been phasing in multimedia kiosks at virtually every 

one of its facilities that would allow different kinds of 

contact, emails and video calling, which will be available at 

a significant cost to friends and families.

With the backdrop of a contentious fight over visitation 

rules, revenue from money transfers used to purchase 

for-profit services offered inside the prisons has spiked in 

recent months. The Florida-based company contracting 

with the department, JPay, offers prison banking and other 

services in 35 states.

The department brought in a record high $350,000 last 

month in commissions from inmates and their loved ones 

exchanging funds to purchase everything from bars of soap 

in the commissary to electronic “stamps” used to send 

emails that can take several days to get to their recipient. In 

the last year, the agency received about $3.5 million in 

commissions, according to a Time
s-Uni

on review of 

contracts and internal records. That’s up from about $2.3 

million four years ago.

With the statewide expansion of multimedia kiosks, the 

department — which gets $2.75 for each money transfer 

into an inmate’s private bank account — stands to bring in 

more cash as inmates will have greater access to email 

services. Video calling, however, is purchased directly by 

inmates’ loved ones and will not lead to more commissions 

for the department.

If the department does in fact reduce in-person 

visitation, loved ones will be more reliant on either 

traditional postage stamps or the new electronic services.

“The fact that they’re implementing a policy that allows 

facilities to reduce in-person visits suggests to me that what 

they’re actually doing is trying to funnel people into these 

for-profit video calling systems,” said Lucius Couloute, a 

policy analyst at the nonprofit Prison Policy Initiative.

Couloute said video calling services are in use at more 

than 700 facilities across the country, most of them local 

jails. At those jails, about 74 percent of them eliminate or 

reduce in-person visits, he added.

The department has strongly contested that it is 

planning to ultimately swap out in-person visits for video 

calling, saying the calls are merely a supplement to 

visitation.

Critics of the department, however, are not convinced. 

They’re concerned the department is looking for new 

revenue streams while exploiting prisoners and their 

families who have no other options for contacting each 

other.
In-person visits, experts say, are crucial to maintaining 

support networks for inmates who will need to rely on them 

revenue streams while exploiting prisoners and their 

families who have no other options for contacting each 

other.
In-person visits, experts say, are crucial to maintaining 

support networks for inmates who will need to rely on them 

when re-entering society in order not to re-offend and end 

up back in prison.

THE LIFECYCLE OF AN INMATE MONEY 

TRANSFER

A common complaint from people using JPay is that 

high fees dramatically reduce the amount of the money 

actually getting to their loved ones, who then pay steep 

prices for basic comforts such as shampoo and shaving 

cream and fees for virtual services such as sending emails.

For instance, if someone wanted to send an inmate $20 

online, they would need to pay $24.95. The $4.95 fee goes 

to JPay, which funnels some of the money back to the 

department at a rate of $2.75 per money transfer. The JPay 

fees are even higher if you pay by phone.

Examples of costs that inmates pay for items in prison:

• If the inmate wants to send emails, he or she must 

purchase “stamps.” Ten stamps cost $4.40. That 

would allow the inmate to send 10, one-page emails, 

http://www.prisonpolicy.org/visitation/
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/visitation/
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The Scourge of For-Profit Video Visitation in Prisons and JailsVisitors must now pay for the privilege of video-chatting with their loved ones, 

and say goodbye to face-to-face visits.
By Hannah Riley 07/28/2017 02:45 pm ET

he Bristol County House of Corrections in 
North Dartmouth, Massachusetts, has just 

earned a dubious distinction: It is the first 
correctional facility in the state to ban in-person 
visits, limiting interaction to only video calls with 
inmates. Visitors must now pay for the privilege of 
video-chatting with their loved ones, and say 
goodbye to face-to-face visits, or physical contact of 
any kind. 

The for-profit video visitation industry has been 
spreading like a cancer across the nation’s prisons 
and jails. Private companies, such as giants JPay and 
Securus Technologies, find incredible financial gain 
in serving as the for-profit middleman between 
incarcerated individuals and the outside world. 
Their slick corporate communications bely the 
disastrous effects of losing real visitation: “JPay 
knows how important it is to support your 
incarcerated loved one, and our established 
partnerships with Departments of Correction across 
the country give you the tools you need to stay 
connected....” In order to garner support for their 
services, many visitation video companies lobby in 
support of ending in-person visits all together, 
effectively monopolizing communications between 
incarcerated individuals and their loved ones. 

Rates and time available for video visitation 
calls vary across the country. At Chittenden 
Regional Correctional Facility, in Burlington, 
Vermont, a 30-minute video call is $9.95. At just 
one state prison in Reidsville, Georgia, JPay 
advertises 56 different kiosks at which inmates can 
pay for services like video visitation, videograms, 
and email. 

The Bristol County video visitation system will 
be implemented by Securus Technologies. Securus 

is no stranger to controversy; they were one of a 
number of companies which were discovered to be 
providing telephone services to incarcerated 
individuals at far higher rates than the general 
public, and in the past they mandated in their 
contracts with prisons and jails that the facility 
disallow in-person visits completely to access their 
services. On their website, they advertise video 
visitations cheerily: “Visit an inmate from home!” In 
2014, the company raked in over $404.6 million in 
profits. 

Years of empirical research have shown that for 
incarcerated individuals, maintaining connections 
with loved ones and communities both reduces the 
risk of recidivism and makes the reentry process 
much smoother. In less callous terms, taking away 
face-to-face visitation denies vital human 
connections. The crucial role that human touch 
plays in supporting mental health — which is often 
already compromised in correctional facilities — 
has been well-documented over the years. Further, 
the policy hurts more than just the incarcerated 
individuals: what about the thousands of children 
with incarcerated parents, who they will no longer 
see face-to-face, cuddle, or hug? What about 
spouses, siblings, parents? What we’re seeing is a devastatingly familiar 

American parable: a cash-strapped correctional 
system preyed upon by a handful of private 
companies, creating countless opportunities to 
further exploit incarcerated individuals and their 
families at considerable psychological and 
emotional cost. It is cruel, counter-productive, and 
it must be stopped. 

T

 ne sunny day in October, at the Jefferson  

Parish correctional center just across the river  from 

downtown New Orleans, Tiffany Burns, 34, was 

visiting her boyfriend. 

The pair had been dating for almost two years and were 

still giggly in love when a late July knock on the door sent him 

away. Scooped up by the police after being accused of robbing 

a suburban bank at gunpoint, Chrishon Brown, 37, was sent to 

the correctional center while his case worked its way through 

the court. 
A new, unwelcome chapter of their relationship began, 

with Brown using all his jail funds to call Tiffany, and Tiffany 

visiting as often as she could. 

It was a long drive from her home in the Metairie suburb 

west of New Orleans, and could sometimes take about an hour 

each way with the traffic near downtown, but Burns was happy 

to do it. “When I visit, sometimes I forget about the glass and 

it feels like we are together again.” 

She felt that way during her visit on 12 October, right up 

until the moment she walked out the jail door and was handed 

a pamphlet. 

“Visit an inmate from anywhere!” exclaimed the heading. 

A photo of a smiling blond woman using a tablet with her 

daughter was featured on the next page. 

“From now on, no more visits,” said the jail guard, as she 

shut the door behind Tiffany. “If you want to see him, read 

that.” 
“I didn’t realize that would be my last visit,” Tiffany later 

said. 
Under the new system, in-person visits are no longer 

allowed. Instead, all visits now must be done by video, either 

from a smartphone, computer, or at an offsite location. 

The pamphlet, published by Securus Technology, makes 

using a video feed to talk to your loved one seem appealing. It 

says: 
“Do you want to see your loved one more often? Stop 

missing out on: 
• Watching your favorite TV show. 

• Singing Happy Birthday. 

• Reading a bedtime story ... Never miss another 

moment.” 

  The end of American prison visits: Jails 

  end face-to-face contact - and families suffer

O
Shannon Sims in New Orleans 
Sat 9 Dec 2017, 08.17 EST 

Jails are replacing visits with video calls—inmates and families hate itWe tried one of the awful video services many jails offer instead of visitation.TIMOTHY B. LEE - 5/14/2018, 7:15 AM

When Rebecca Parr visited her nephew Justin Harker recently at the Knox County Jail in Tennessee, she didn't get the opportunity to 

see him face to face—or even through glass. Instead, she was ushered into a cramped, crowded room for a "video visitation." She talked 

to him on a telephone handset while watching a grainy video feed of his face."I have experienced prison visitation a lot in my life," she told Ars—her father spent some time in prison when she was a child. "This 

was the most dehumanizing and impersonal that I've ever experienced. I've visited through glass before and that broke my heart when 

that happened. This was even worse."
On the kiosks Parr and Harker used, the video camera was several inches above the screen. As a result, "when you look at the person on 

the screen, you cannot look them in the eye," Parr said. "There's no eye contact whatsoever."
In recent years, more and more jails have introduced video-calling services. Theoretically, these products could make it easier for 

inmates to maintain their relationships with family and friends outside. But many jails have moved in the opposite direction, using 

the advent of these "video visitation" services as an excuse to restrict or eliminate traditional in-person visits.
There are a number of reasons jail administrators have gone this route. But critics say that money plays a big role.
In-person visitation requires more staff supervision—both to escort inmates to and from visitation rooms and to make sure no 

contraband changes hands during a visit. So switching to video visitation can save cash-strapped jails money.
But jails also profit more directly from limiting in-person visits. While on-site video visits are usually free, the companies providing the 

system generally offer a paid off-site video-calling service, too. And jails get a hefty percentage of that money.
Alex Friedmann, a prisoner-rights advocate at the Human Rights Defense Center, told Ars that, rather than awarding the contract to 

the company with the best rates, jails often pick the company that will pay the largest percentage commission to the jail. ("Commission 

is a euphemism for kickback," Friedmann said). That not only pushes up the prices paid by prisoners' friends and family, it also creates 

an incentive for jails to make the in-person visiting experience less attractive so they'll make remote calls instead.
I wanted to try the remote calling technology for myself, so I arranged to call Harker using the Knox County Jail's remote video-calling 

service. The call cost 19 cents per minute and was noticeably worse than a FaceTime or Skype call. It was grainy and jerky, periodically 

freezing up altogether (though it was not as bad as this hellish demonstration video the video-calling company posted in 2012—at least 

my call didn't have the annoying buzz heard in the video).The software required my face to stay centered in the video frame. If my face left the frame, the video went dark—this is apparently a 

measure to prevent callers from flashing breasts or other body parts.Harker told me that the quality of on-site calls is better than remote calls. But whether people make remote video calls or use the on-site 

video visitation system, Harker said that it's no substitute for a face-to-face call."It's not the same," he told me.
Video visitation often comes with limits on in-person visits"Well over 600 correctional facilities across the country have implemented some form of video-calling system," said Lucius Couloute, an 

expert at the Prison Policy Initiative. "According to our data, about 74 percent of jails that implement video technology end up

Video visits have a role, but should not 

replace in-person visits in Maine jails

EDITORIALS  |   WEDNESDAY, MAY 16, 2018 

It is understandable that Maine’s cash-strapped 

county jails are turning to video visits for their 

inmates. Such visits require less staff oversight and, 

sheriffs argue, cut down on contraband being 

smuggled into jails. There are downsides, however, such as more 

discipline problems within jails, and researchers 

have found that switching from in-person to video 

visitation does not reduce contraband smuggling. 

Against this backdrop, Maine lawmakers 

passed a bill in March to preserve in-person visits 

for most county jail inmates. LD 1414 allowed for 

restrictions on such visits for safety and security 

reasons. 
Gov. Paul LePage vetoed the bill. Although his 

concerns about “micromanagement” of county 

jails are well placed, they are trumped by the value 

of in-person visits for inmates and their families. 

But lawmakers failed to override the veto. 

Although this means in-person visits won’t be 

required by law, Maine’s jails should not abandon 

them. 
Freed from the “micromanagement” LePage 

disdained, county jails will continue to set their 

own policies regarding visits, both video and in-

person. These policies should be guided by 

research into what works best for inmates and 

their families, as well as jail staff and the 

communities to which inmates will return. 

“Visits provide the real, tangible, physical 

evidence of love and support,” Peter Lehman told 

lawmakers last year. “It means a great deal when 

friends and family step up and travel and spend 

time supporting their loved one.” 
Lehman, who spent five years in prison, spoke 

of how in-person visits allowed him to maintain a 

relationship with his daughter, a bond that 

remains strong today. Like Lehman, almost every inmate in the 

state’s jails will one day be released and go back to 

living in their communities. Whether they have 

support from family and friends is a major 

predictor of whether they will improve their lives 

or return to jail. Research shows that one of the 

best ways to maintain needed support and 

connections, and to reduce recidivism, is to allow 

inmates to remain in close contact with their 

families, including through in-person visits. 

“Family contact is one of the surest ways to 

reduce the likelihood that an individual will 

reoffend after release,” a report from the Prison 

Policy Initiative concluded. 
“When [prisoners] have that contact with the 

outside family, they actually behave better here at 

the facility,” the report quoted an Indiana prison 

official as saying. More contact is clearly better, and video 

visitation is better than no contact at all, the 

report notes. Maine jails have successfully used 

video visits to allow prisoners to remain in contact 

with family members who live far from the facility. 

But video visits have their drawbacks, the 

report noted, including the reality that a video 

visit just isn’t the same as personal contact, that it 

can be expensive for families (jails charge visitors 

for the video visits, sometimes as much as $1 a 

minute) and that the use of video visitation often 

means the end of traditional visits at a correctional 

facility. 
A review in Texas found that after video 

visitation replaced in-person visits, the amount of 

contraband in the Travis County Jail increased, as 

did disciplinary problems and inmate violence. 

In 2015, Texas lawmakers passed legislation 

similar to LD 1414, requiring county jails to offer 

inmates two 20-minute in-person visits per 

month. 
This all points to the fact that video visitation 

should be an enhancement to, not a replacement 

for, in-person visits. This should guide Maine jails 

if and when they adjust their visitation policies 

and procedures. 
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Exposing the big business of “prison retail” 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/exploitation.html 

Claiming to improve prison life, private retailers like JPay and The Keefe Group sell goods 
directly to incarcerated people, at unfair prices and frequently with hidden fees. 

Rather than foot the bill for basic necessities like food and medicine, 
prisons are partnering with for-profit retailers to sell these basics to 
incarcerated people, trimming budgets by forcing people in prison to 
pay for hygiene and nutrition. Having attained direct access to a 
captive market, these “prison retailers” seize other opportunities for 
abuse, like charging incarcerated people 50¢ to send an email. 

We’re shedding much-needed light on these exploitative practices, 
which previously received little attention: 

• Our May report The Company Store exposed the unfairness of 
prison commissaries. When prisons fail to provide decent meals 
and other needs, the commissary is the only option. Analyzing 
sales data in three states, we found that incarcerated people 
mostly buy basics at the commissary — food, hygiene, and 
medicine — spending their meager wages (and money from 
their families) on items that the state should provide for free. 

• We also published a guide to an insidious new form of 
exploitation: Prison retailers offering to provide prisons with 
“free” tablet computers. The tablets are rife with hidden user 
fees, as well as shoddy digital services like prison email. Our 
work got the media’s attention, inspiring outlets from Slate to 
Wired to investigate the profit model of retailers like JPay. 
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For companies like JPay, the business model is simple: Whatever it costs to send a message, 

prisoners and their families will find a way to pay it.

ast July, as she has for the past 10 years, Dianne 

Jones spent 45 minutes on a city bus heading to the 

local WalMart.

 There, under fluorescent lights, she scanned rows of 

brightly colored birthday cards to pick out the perfect 

greeting for her son—let’s call him Tim—who is 

imprisoned more than 100 miles from his mother’s home 

just outside New Orleans. The card she settled on was dark 

brown with trees and a birthday message that read, “For the 

best son in the world.”

 Tim was in his 10th year of a 30-year prison sentence 

for an armed robbery he committed at age 17; he would not 

be able to see, let alone sit under or touch, a tree for the 

next 20 years. (Citing safety concerns, Jones asked that her 

son’s name not be used.) After Jones, her daughter, and her 

three grandchildren signed the card, she mailed it off, 

happy that Tim would know that his family was thinking of 

him.
 Days later, the card was returned. Puzzled, she called 

the prison where she learned the facility had instituted a 

prohibition on greeting cards. If she wanted to send a card, 

a prison official told her, Jones would have to pass along her 

greeting electronically using JPay, a company bringing 

email into prison systems across the nation.

 Prisons are notoriously low-tech places. But urged on 

by privately owned companies, like JPay, facilities across 

the country are adding e-messaging, a rudimentary form of 

email that remains disconnected from the larger web. 

Nearly half of all state prison systems now have some form 

of e-messaging: JPay’s services are available to prisoners in 

20 states, including Louisiana.

On the surface, e-messaging seems like an easy and 

efficient way for families to keep in touch—a quicker 21st 

century version of pen-and-paper mail. Companies like 

L

KATE WHEELING | MAY 30, 2018
ncarceration is expensive, and prisons and jails often attempt to shift the costs to inmates and 

their families, charging for phone calls, emails, and even basic necessities from the commissary like 

food and toiletries. Previous estimates pegged commissary sales in prisons and jails as a $1.6 

billion industry, but a new report from the Prison Policy Initiative suggests that the number may be 

even higher.For the report, attorney Stephen Raher parsed commissary sales data for three states—Massachusetts, 

Washington, and Illinois—to find out how much inmates were spending on things like snacks, hygiene 

products, stationary, clothing, and electronics. Raher found that, across all three states, inmates spent an 

average of $947 on commissary goods annually. Meanwhile, yearly prison wages in these states range 

from $180 to $660, according to Raher. Many inmates rely on family members to make up the 

difference, which means that "families are effectively forced to 

subsidize the prison system," Raher writes. Of course, not every 

inmate has family members capable or willing to transfer money 

into their commissary accounts, which means some inmates can't 

afford to make any purchases beyond their prison wages.

In general, the report found that most goods were priced at or 

below costs in the real world, but that doesn't mean incarcerated 

people are getting fair deals. In Illinois, for example, inmates 

spend an average of $80 on a year's worth of toiletries and 

hygiene products, accounting for half their annual wages. Inmates 

spent the most on food, supplementing notoriously small, 

nutrient-poor prison meals with packaged snacks, meals, and 

beverages. According to Raher, the data clearly shows that most 

commissary purchases are not for luxuries, but basic necessities.

"If your only bathing option is a shared shower area, aren't shower sandals a necessity? Is using more 

than one roll of toilet paper a week really a luxury (especially during periods of intestinal distress)?" 

Raher asks. "Or what if you have a chronic medical condition that requires ongoing use of over-the-

counter remedies (e.g., antacid tablets, vitamins, hemorrhoid ointment, antihistamine, or eye drops)? All 

of these items are typically only available in the commissary, and only for those who can afford to pay."

Inmates spent the 
most on food, 

supplementing 
notoriously small, 

nutrient-poor prison 

meals with packaged 

snacks, meals, and 
beverages.

 15



 

https://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 people who live near prisons at the 
expense of everyone else. 

When our work began, no one knew 
what prison gerrymandering was, 
never mind how it distorts our 
democracy and criminal justice system. 
Today our work is sparking legislation, 
winning victories in the courts, and 
making the problem of prison 
gerrymandering a key issue for 
lawmakers, voting and civil rights 
advocates, researchers, and journalists. 

This year’s highlights: 

• In February, the Census 
Bureau announced that it will 
continue to count incarcerated 
people in the wrong place in the 2020 Census. Fortunately, we were prepared for this (albeit 
disappointing) decision, and were able to immediately brief advocates and reform-minded state 
legislators with an in-depth analysis, as well as offer model legislation to end prison 
gerrymandering at the state level.  

• Our press statement about the Bureau’s announcement brought greater attention to the 
problem, and provided an outline of the work ahead for the next two years — namely, to push 
for state-level legislation ending prison gerrymandering, and to ensure that the Census follows 
through on promised publication timeline so that states can more easily avoid or minimize 
prison gerrymandering. 

• We continue our work to end prison gerrymandering state by state in the legislatures. For 
example, legislative interest remains strong in New Jersey after Chris Christie vetoed the bill last 
year; new bills have been filed and our allies are optimistic that the reforms will fare better with 
the new governor. 

• We continue to explain how prison gerrymandering impacts political representation and not 
federal funding, a common misconception that detracts from our efforts to eliminate this 
undemocratic practice.  
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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, 
the momentum for change continues to build. 

https://www.prisonersofthecensus.org/


 

Ending driver’s license suspensions for drug 
offenses unrelated to driving  
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/driving/ 

Nine states still suspend driver’s licenses for drug offenses that have nothing to do with 
operating a vehicle.  

A backwards and little-known federal policy left over from the War on 
Drugs requires states to automatically suspend the driver’s licenses of 
people convicted of drug offenses. We’re making sure the remaining 
states have the information they need to repeal this costly and 
counterintuitive law.  

• We’ve seen incredible progress since we published our 2016 
report Reinstating Common Sense. When we published our 
report, this federal policy was still active in 12 states and 
Washington, D.C. That number is now only nine, after D.C., 
Iowa, Utah and Pennsylvania passed reform bills this year. 

• We’re continuing to win the support of the press. In 
February we published an oped in The Washington Post, 
urging Virginia to stop “suspending common sense.” 
Meanwhile, newspapers including The Philadelphia 
Inquirer have helped their state legislatures prioritize 
reforms. 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EDITORIAL

Pennsylvania should stop 
suspending driver’s licenses for 

non-driving offenses
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fter Pennsylvania is finished 
punishing people for offenses 

ranging from underage drinking to drug 
crimes, it piles on by suspending their 
driver's licenses, robbing ex-offenders — 
including young people — of their ability 
to get on with their lives. 

While an outgrowth of the war on 
drugs, mandatory revocation of driver's 
licenses applies to serious offenses, like 
drug use and failure to pay child support, 
but it can also apply to those under 21 
using a fake ID, drinking alcohol, or using 
tobacco.  This is on top of the prison 
sentences, paycheck garnishment, fines, 
and community service the crimes initially 
engender. 

The state suspends an offender's 
driver's license for six months for each 
count on which a person is convicted — 
even though the offenses didn't involve 
driving. 

Losing a license can force young 
people to the sidelines of jobs and society 
and ex-offenders into poverty. Without 
access to a car, it's nearly impossible to 
hold down a job. Without a job, parents 
can't pay child support, drug users can't 
get to treatment, and other offenders have 
an added barrier to becoming self-
sufficient. 

If drug users can't get to treatment, 
they could fall back into addiction and 
resume the very behaviors that got them 
into trouble. 

Joyce Douglass, a retired career parole 
officer in Pittsburgh, says the state's harsh 
driver's license suspensions put people in a 
"geographic prison." They're "pretty much 
under house arrest."  She rightly asks: 
"People have to eat and pay rent. How do 
they do that without working?" They can't. 
In her 25 years of helping parolees, 

Douglass says she never saw the value in 
automatic license suspensions. Neither do 
we. 

This added punishment for a non-
driving-related offense is senseless overkill. 
It is a leftover from the  "war on drugs" 
mind-set that stressed punishment over 
treatment and that led to mass 
incarcerations, particularly among 
minorities. 

In 1982, just before the drug war's 
higher penalties were enacted, about 
40,900 people were imprisoned on drug 
offenses across the country. By 2016, there 
were over 450,000 in prison on drug 
charges,  according to the Sentencing 
Project. 

States started piling driver's license 
suspensions onto the new, tougher 
punishments.  But most states have since 
realized that's counterproductive and 
stopped penalizing their ex-offenders by 
scrapping the suspension laws. However, 
Pennsylvania and 11 others have not. 
Every year, according to the Prison Policy 
Initiative, the state suspends the licenses 
of about 19,000 people who have already 
paid for their offenses.   

Douglass is among the activists 
lobbying for a reasonable bill to ban the 
suspensions of driver's licenses for non-
driving offenses, as well as a resolution 
exempting the state from loss of federal 
highway funds for halting the suspensions. 

The bill, sponsored by Rep. Rick 
Saccone, made it through the House by a 
vote of 192-3 in April but seems stuck in 
the Senate Transportation Committee 
headed by Sen. John Rafferty. 

Rafferty should hear the bill and move 
it along for a vote in the full Senate when 
legislators come back from their summer 
break.  Let people get on with their lives. 

A
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https://www.prisonpolicy.org/driving/


 

Research Library &  
Legal Resources for Incarcerated People 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/research.html &  
https://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 Library contains more than 2,800 entries 
with empirically rigorous research on criminal justice issues ranging 
from racial disparities to sentencing policy to recidivism and reentry.  

• In the last year, we’ve added 265 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 Library newsletter at 
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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Supporting our work 
https://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 2018.  

Our work is supported by a handful of foundations and a small network 
of generous individuals who allow us to seize timely new opportunities, 
like our work to protect in-person family visits from the predatory video 
calling industry (p. 12), and to produce groundbreaking material that 
reshapes the movement for criminal justice reform, like our Whole Pie 
series (p. 4) which presents the now-essential big picture view of the 
disparate systems of confinement that make the U.S. the number one 
incarcerator in the world.  

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 https://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, 
Wendy, Lucius, Jorge, Alexi or Wanda at (413) 527-0845.  

We thank you for making our work — and our successes — possible.  
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Prison Policy Initiative budget report for 
2017-2018 year 
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Income
Small Foundations $80,500
Large Foundations* $260,000
Individual Donors $289,126
Consulting $56,175
Honoraria $1,750
Interest $5,186
Total $692,738

Expenses
Salaries, benefits, 
employment taxes for 6 FTE 
staff  

$401,650

Consultants
Graphic/information design $3,681
Research $6,890
Subtotal, consultants $10,571

Other expenses
Computer equipment $6,817
Insurance $2,577
Legal/Accounting services $1,895
Postage $3,328
Printing $405
Promotion & conference 
fees

$1,981

Rent & utilities $11,195
Research tools $461
Staff  development $1,135
Supplies $7,795
Taxes $394
Telephone, fax & internet 
service

$3,358

Travel $7,123
Website & newsletter 
hosting

$3,053

Subtotal, other expenses $51,517

Total $463,738

*Several of  these large foundation grants are for 
work that extend outside the current fiscal year.


